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This thesis is a study of change and continuity in the culture of Singapore’s primary   
school teachers in government and government-aided schools from 1959-2006.  It notes 
that the Singapore state and teacher agency are important factors in explaining this and  
presents the social process by which state and teacher agency interact to create changes 
and continuity in their culture.  
 
The thesis identifies two periods: 1959-1996, the period of industrialization with an  early 
phase from 1959-1978 and a later one from 1979-1996; and 1997-2006, the current  
period of post-industrial development which is still evolving. In these two   periods, 
successive changes in State educational  policy  created major changes in  the work 
situation of primary school teachers.   
 
Teachers responded to the changes in state policy with resistance  but complied    given 
their acceptance of  educational authority, although qualified.  Thus, teachers  adapted  to 
the changing  policies  with altered thinking and practices. Those that  were  interpreted 
as “successful,”  useful,  expedient and  gratifying, were continuously  repeated, and over 
time, and as a consequence, teachers  emerged each of the core elements of  their   culture 
that   became  institutionalized as part of the teacher  cultural field  and  inscribed and 
naturalized in the teacher   habitus.    
 
Through such social processes,  teachers created and recreated the   five core elements of 
their culture:  a qualified openness to educational change,  an appreciation of 
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multilingualism,  a belief in racial harmony,  a  belief in meritocracy,   and a qualified 
acceptance of educational authority. These five core elements of the culture of 
Singapore’s primary teachers constitute an inter-connected network  which operate in 
synergy and contradiction with each other.  These elements  of teacher culture were 
produced and developed in the early industrial period from 1959-1978;  reproduced in the 
later   1979-1996 industrial period, and developed  to an intensified, enhanced level in the 
1997-2006 period.  In creating and recreating the changes and continuity in their culture, 
teachers had a role in producing and reproducing the state’s vision of a multilingual, 
racially harmonious, meritocratic society, changing, and consensual society.    
 
The conceptual framework is based on Shibutani’s view of culture as a product of  
collective adaptations to  problematic situations a social group faces; Peter Hall’s  view of  
the state as a multilevel, multi-site entity across time and space with the metapower to 
create the teachers’ work situation via a strategic agency such as the Ministry of 
Education which acts as an “authoritative relay” to shape the conditions and situations of 
other agencies such as schools; and Bourdieu’s notion of habitus to elucidate the   
subjective mechanism that creates cultural continuity.      
 
The methodological approach is qualitative. In-depth interviews were conducted with 
thirty-seven primary teachers from Singapore’s government and government aided 
schools with representation by ethnic background and years of  teaching experience.    It 
is a  historical study  in which its findings of the five core elements of teacher culture are 
based on the memories and voices of the teachers’ past and present work-life.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          






The purpose of this thesis is to study change and continuity in the culture of Singapore’s 
primary school teachers from 1959-2006,  a  long period  beginning with   limited self-
government in 1959; merger with Malaysia in 1963; full independence in 1965;  and  
spanning Singapore’s industrial to post-industrial development.     
 
This study of change and continuity in the culture of Singapore’s primary teacher 
experiences is rooted in their own voice and representation.  It  seeks to address  three    
research questions:  
 
1. What are the key factors in change and continuity of the culture of Singapore’s primary 
school teachers  from 1959-2006?  
 
2. What are the  social processes  by which change and continuity in the culture of 
Singapore’s primary school teachers came about in this period?   
 
3. What are some consequences of such changes and continuity in the culture of 
Singapore’s primary school teachers in this period?  
 
In  addressing these three questions, it was thought  that the thesis could also address the 
general question that emerged from the review of the literature in which the different 
approaches in the sociology of education have constructed teachers in conservative terms 
as transmitters of the knowledge and values of society to the benefit all its members or as 
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agents in the cultural reproduction of social division and  inequality for the benefit of 
society’s dominant groups and the continuity of capitalist structures. To some extent, it  
remains a conundrum within the sociology of education as to how teachers do so without 
apparent or despite resistance. It is surmised that this case study of  Singapore could shed 
some light on this conundrum.  
                             
Acknowledging that all Singapore’s schoolteachers have faced a multitude of changes  
throughout their careers,  I  concentrate on primary schoolteachers. In 1959, the People’s 
Action Party (PAP) assumed state power and has since  initiated  continuous   changes  in 
educational policy towards  the goal of economic development  and nation building.   
These    changes  in the educational field   have  fundamentally  altered  the teachers’ 
work lives at different   times from 1959 to 2006 requiring  their  adaptations to the  new  
changing   “realities”   in response.  
 
Thus,   from  1959 to 1978,  these changes included the continued  extension of  mass  
primary   education;  of  a common curriculum; and of  equal treatment of the different  
language streams - English, Chinese, Malay, and Tamil.  The  latter three   language 
media  were  phased  out by  the late 1970s and early 1980s and  replaced  by  national 
schools.  In these schools,   English  became the first language and the  vernaculars the 
second language,  the rationale being that English  was the “working” language and the 
vernaculars  the language of  identity  and heritage.  These changes were based upon the 
People’s Action Party’s (PAP) vision of nation-building undergirded by   principles of 
economic development; good government and strong, authoritative  political leadership;  
multilingualism;  multiracialism;   and  meritocracy   as  strategies    to deal with the  
problems facing Singapore with de-colonization.  
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In the 1979 to 1996 period, the  education system  was restructured   by streaming  and  
moved  to efficiency-driven education.  This entailed  changes in the  management of 
schools emphasizing principal responsibility and the pursuit of excellence in achievement 
of high examination results  which  created   a new environment in which teachers had to 
adjust.   
 
 In 1997,  the Ministry of Education initiated new changes in the educational field,    
implementing  its vision of  Thinking Schools and Learning Nation (TSLN) to    position 
Singapore  in an advantageous position in face of   intensifying  globalization.   The  
Thinking Schools Learning Nation   (TSLN) vision   was  announced   by Goh Chok 
Tong in his   opening address at  the 7th International Conference on Thinking in June  
1997 incorporating three  strands of an educational strategy towards a knowledge based 
economy. The first strand of TSLN  supported  creative and critical thinking and 
independent learning; the second,   Information Technology; and  the third, National 
Education.  The  Minister for Education,  Teo Chee Hean in his Parliamentary Address 
noted the   key role of teachers in implementing these new changes:   
 
Teachers are  the  key to everything we do in Education…teachers   are the   
heart and soul of our system. They are out there in the classroom, in the science 
laboratories, in the school field, delivering total education. The best physical 
facilities and most innovative curriculum will not come to life without  
dedicated and competent teachers (Teo:  1998).     
       
 
And as noted in  Professor Leo W. H. Tan’s  (the  then  Director of  the National Institute 
of Education,  Nanyang Technological University)  keynote   address  entitled  Shaping 
the Education of the Future - a Singapore Experience  delivered at the International 
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Conference on "Restructuring the Knowledge Base of Education in Asia"     held from 12 
to 14 February 1998 in Hong Kong. 
 
 ….The teacher of the future must be knowledgeable, resourceful, collegial, 
adaptable, empowered, ethical and skilled in order to foster these same 
characteristics in their students.  
 
 
In   responding to these  changing  state policies in this 1959-2006 period,  teachers were 
not passive recipients of external  state forces   but  they    individually and collectively  
adapted   to the new  or altered  mandated   changes.   In  doing so, they  collectively 
created through their own agency aspects of their culture/habitus that  incorporated  the 
state’s  key  cultural mandates/principles such as  multilingualism, meritocracy,  racial 
harmony,  acceptance of the  educational authority, and openness to educational change.   
Thus  a tight synchrony as some theorists note between  macro processes and distal 
situations  in which  individuals or groups simply    mirror the new norms and values 
promoted by  state educational  policy is not assumed and a social group such as  teachers  
may develop a variety of  responses or create norms,  beliefs, or values which may work 
against or support the cultural changes in education   promoted by the   state.    
 
The thesis is organized in this way.  Chapter Two is  a  critical  review of literature in the 
sociology of education, of structural functionalist, conflict and interactionist approaches  
relevant to the topic of this thesis on cultural change and  continuity of teachers as a 
social group.   I conclude  that the  symbolic interactionist approach is the most relevant 
for this study since the  structural functionalist and much of the  conflict  approaches, 
with some  exceptions, though  useful  in highlighting   the  macro level context in the 
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production of meaning have difficulty  in   theoretically conceptualizing how  a  social 
group’s culture  is actually formed  in a consistent manner.   
 
I suggest that the symbolic  interactionist approach is able to deal more  consistently  with 
the research questions of this thesis  since the approach begins with agency (practice) and 
process from the very   beginning  rather than introducing  it through the back door.  Its 
approach is  flexible and open since it  accords a pivotal role to practice which assumes 
active beings creatively  responding to their environment  and in the process  making and 
constructing  their  individual and collective selves, creating their culture as will be  
shown from this study’s empirical findings.    
 
Chapter Three  presents the conceptual  framework and methodological approach    of the 
thesis.  The conceptual framework for this study is based on a modified symbolic 
interactionism.  Its core is driven  by Shibutani’s  concept  of culture as  social process, a 
product of collective adaptations,  emerged, sustained and developed in  action/social 
interaction that a social  group of whatever size1, makes in response  to the  particular 
circumstances or problematic situations it faces. It elaborates that culture is 
developed/institutionalized through a social process in which a social group  responds  to 
social contingencies by engaging in the testing of new solutions and ways of thinking, 
and these,  if found useful, expedient and  gratifying  tend to be repeated, and   over time  
to  institutionalize a  culture or an element of it.   
 
                                                 
1According to  Ferranti  (2006: 592),  social groups are  “two or more people who share a distinct identity, 
feel a sense of belonging, and interact directly or indirectly with one another.”  Or  it is “two or more 
persons who maintain a stable pattern of social relations over a significant period of time”  (Stark: 2001, 
26).   Social groups   can therefore  vary from a  dyad  to a  complex organization.    
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Shibutani’s core  integrates  Peter Hall’s2   notion  of the state  that is able   through the 
mechanism of  metapower to create and control distal situations.  For example, it uses  
one of the strategies of metapower  to   create or use strategic agencies such as  as the 
Ministry of Education (MOE),  to develop directives  and fix the conditions  of other 
agencies, such as schools  to align policies/procedures to implement the state mandated 
changes.            
 
Also, I integrate aspects of Bourdieu’s conflict  approach to the symbolic interactionist    
core of my conceptual framework, in particular his  elaboration of  habitus and  field 
which elucidates how culture  is reproduced  through the habitus as well as through 
structures of the field.     
 
The methodology is based on qualitative in-depth interviews with thirty-seven   teachers 
conducted from 2000-2006. Analysis involves open, axial and selective coding  according 
to the guidelines of Strauss and Corbin’s guidelines for qualitative research. The story 
that emerged from my analysis is firmly  grounded in the data.   
 
 In Chapter Four,  I present the historical background to the period of this study in which 
British colonialism developed an educational system, separated into four different 
language streams, English, Chinese, Malay, and Indian.   
 
Chapter Five and Six present the findings from my empirical research.  Chapter Five 
focuses on the 1959-1996 period from early to late industrialization and Chapter Six on  
the  post-industrial period from 1997 to 2006.  These chapters  present   the   multilevel 
                                                 
2
 See pages 39-41  for more on Peter Hall.    
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
7
social processes which create the immediate context in which teachers worked and 
provide a cascading picture from State Responses, to MOE  Responses, to School 
Responses and finally to Teachers Responses to tell the story of teachers creating and 
recreating the five elements of their  culture.      
 
In Chapter Five,  in  State responses,  the industrial  period  is divided  into an early one  
from  1959-1978 and a later one from 1979-1997.  In the early period,  political leaders in 
a newly formed Singapore state  faced manifold problems related to nation building and  
economic development. Their strategy of industrialization in which  education would play 
an important role drastically changed the life conditions of the people and would require 
adaptations  from all.  In  this,  the  state’s use of metapower was significant in creating  
MOE  to become an  effective relay  of  state intentions.  In the later period, political 
elites responded to the economic, political, social and cultural consequences of 
industrialization  with a specific interpretation which led them to promote  the set of  
economic polices to promote high value production and  cultural policies to  Asianize  
Singapore.    
 
 In MOE responses, I present the MOE directives, rules and  regulations  to reflect the 
state’s changing visions of economic development and national building. Thus, in the 
early industrial period from 1959-1978,  MOE issued directives and procedures for the 
implementation of bilingual policy,  national schools, and in  1979-1996 for streaming,  
efficiency based education  and changes in pedagogy. Through its uses of  metapower, 
delegated by state,  MOE was able to fix the conditions of schools with the expectation 
that they comply with the changed rules and regulations.  In School Responses,   schools 
generally aligned   their rules and regulations  to  MOE directives. Thus through this 
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multi-level, multi-site processes, from the  State, to MOE and  to schools, the State was 
able  create and  sustain   a particular change,  linguistic, ethno-cultural, educational 
access and authority situation to which teachers responded.  
 
 In  Teacher  Responses, I examine teachers’ responses in action/interaction to the  
changes in their immediate situation  created by the state, via MOE and schools  in this 
period.  They  resisted and/or accommodated and through  trial and error in 
action/interaction came up with  modified or new solutions. Teachers generally complied  
and, in  consequence,   created the five core elements of their culture:   their qualified 
openness to educational change; appreciation of multilingualism; belief in racial 
harmony; belief in meritocracy; and qualified acceptance of educational authority as 
important  elements of the teacher  cultural field  and teacher habitus. 
 
Chapter  Six, following chapter Five, presents the same for the 1997-2005 post-industrial 
period. In State Responses, I highlight  the problematic situation the state faced with 
respect to  intensifying globalization and its  response  in  developing a vision and 
strategy  and using its metapower to bring about changes in the various fields  requiring 
the adaptation  of all society’s members.  In  MOE Responses, I present the new 
directives/procedures of  TSLN  on  changes in pedagogy, curriculum, and assessment; in 
school organization; and in teacher evaluation  in which schools were expected to follow.  
In School responses,  schools aligned their procedures and practices to changing MOE 
directives. In Teacher  Responses, I note that in responding to the  altered  change,  
linguistic, ethno-cultural,  and authority situation, teaches  developed  the five core 
elements at an enhanced level.    
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My findings suggest that the  five   core elements constitute  a self-reproducing  unity that   
worked together as an interlinked system of values, norms, beliefs, dispositions that act in 
synergy and contradiction to each other.   
 
Chapter Seven  follows with the conclusion which addresses the thesis’s  response to the  
three research questions of this thesis and the conundrum noted.   Then it moves on to 




How did I arrive at the  subject of my research?  As a newcomer to Singapore in 1997,  I 
was interested in learning about  Singapore  education, past and present, and within this 
broad topic  in teachers  and their  lives. 
 
The  celebration of  teachers in the book,  If Not for My Teacher  (1999),  juxtaposed  
commonsense images of their  fierceness, lack of creativity, resistance to change and 
caring. This  signaled  to me a  wide chasm in understanding teachers,   particularly  since 
these  images were the representations of teachers by others, their students, parents, 
school management or policy makers. Thus,  I desired   to   undertake a study of teachers, 
in their own voice and representations of themselves and their  lives but  narrowed this to 
the   study of  their  work-life.  I  finally  refined   my topic to focus on the study of 
change and continuity of  their  culture  as an expression of the realities surrounding 
teachers’ work-life from 1959 to the present.   This  meshed   well with  my initial 
concern to  provide an “account  from below” and a theoretical framework  which  
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focused on  how teachers actively participate in the formation of  their occupational  
culture.   
 
Second, teacher culture is an important area of study.  Back in 1980,   H.   Hargreaves    
noted  that theoretical  research on  teacher culture was a  “surprisingly neglected topic in 
the sociology of education” (1980:126)  and the importance of understanding the impact 
of  teacher culture on educational innovation and reform: 
    
… neglect of the occupational culture of teachers has produced an important   
lacunae in the sociology of education,   at both the  theoretical  and practical 
levels  of the enterprise.  In practical terms it has led  us  to  underestimate  the 
significance of the teachers’ culture as a medium through which many 
innovations and reforms must pass;  yet in that passage they frequently become 
shaped, transformed or resisted in ways that were unintended and 
unanticipated….  At the theoretical level   the teachers’ culture is a significant 
but inadequately  formulated “intervening variable” between the macro and 
micro levels of sociological analysis, which we are currently seeking to 
articulate.  At the micro (especially phenomenological) level we may focus on 
the dilemmas experienced by the coping strategies   generated by the teachers 
in their routine activities; at the macro level we may examine the  constraining 
power of economic and political forces and the social contradictions in which 
the education is embedded. Between the experiential teacher dilemmas and the 
structural contradictions lies the mediating culture of teachers. 
 
 
Joy  Chew,  at the National Institute of Education in Singapore,  in 1985,  noting this 
lacunae in studies of teacher culture of Singapore’s primary and secondary school 
teachers called  for more research on  teacher culture  as an aspect of  the sociology of 
teaching  and school in Singapore. However, since then, not much has been done in this 
area, with little directly on teacher culture in  the  Singaporean context, though  there have 
been a variety of  empirical studies suggestive of teacher culture from different research 
foci  and emphases about teachers’ work and education.  
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Thirdly, at the pragmatic level,  education  is   an   arena of  social group action -  an 
object of negotiation, accommodation, and agonistic relations.  This   study will impart an 
understanding  to  group or  organizations  whether government, civic or civil society  on 
how teacher culture(s) mediate  the innovations and programs they hope to introduce in 
schools, and thus aid them in their plans of action. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          






In this section,  I discuss selected  literature relevant to the topic of this thesis on   teacher 
cultural change and continuity. Essentially, I  discuss  what the literature notes  are the 
causes of change and continuity  in  the culture of  a social group, in this case an 
occupational group; how or  the social processes by which the culture of such a social 
group continues and changes through time; and the specific consequences of changes and 
continuity  in the culture of  such social group,  for instance, on the  social system as a 
whole.   These are therefore  the three research  questions that inform this literature 
review.  At the same time, the answers to the three questions  is expected to  shed light on 
the conundrum as to how teachers culturally reproduce the values of society.  
 
In the following  review of structural functionalist,  conflict theory,  and interactionist 
approaches in the sociology of education,  I  suggest that the  symbolic interactionist 
approach  has the greater potential to provide a consistent account of the three research  
questions  noted above.      
 
Structural –functionalist Approach  
 
The  structural functional approach  has not engaged specifically in the study of teacher 
culture nor on  its   changes and continuity.  The  perspective,  however,    does make 
references  to  teachers.  Durkheim, for example “found teachers quite powerful because  
subject to little external supervision, they ensure cultural transmission of values from 
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generation to generation” (Torres:  2003, 207). In  this approach,  teachers   perform  a 
beneficial  function/role  in  transmitting the ideas, values and beliefs to students and are 
therefore  instrumental in preserving the ongoing social order.  
 
Given this focus, the structural functionalist approach is unable to provide a  satisfactory  
response to the  three research questions noted above. On the first question,   the approach 
would highlight  systemic function as an important factor in explaining  change and 
continuity  in a particular social group.  Specifically, it would  elucidate  a social group’s  
cultural  continuity with reference  to  the macro-values and beliefs of the larger society 
which it mirrors.  It would explain  cultural change  with reference to  the  large scale 
transition from  pre-industrial to industrial society  or with processes of modernization  
entailing radical change  in beliefs and values from   one form of culture and society to 
another.   Particularly, for Durkheim, this   involves the cultural transition  from   
mechanical solidarity  to organic solidarity.  The former is  said to characterize  pre-
industrial  society  with its  emphasis on religion and the assigning of “supreme value to 
the interests of society as a whole”; the latter of  industrial society which is “unified by 
difference  and a secular  collective conscience in which equality of opportunity, work 
ethic and social justice are valued  (King: 1983, 43).   For  Durkheim and Parsons,  
education  and  teachers  as part of  this  education system   mirror  these  macro  changes  
in moral values and beliefs   and  pass on these      changed values  and beliefs  to the 
students.   
 
The approach, however, may be seen to have some  difficulty in addressing the second 
research question  on the processes by which a social group’s culture changes and 
continues  as such  processes are predetermined by system functions and structural re-
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requisites,3 at all levels. These processes appear devoid of the actions of real active people 
or social groups in constructing their responses to such systemic   determinations and  
creating  cultural continuity and change.         
 
Furthermore, the approach does not provide a satisfactory answer to the third   question  
since the explanation and consequence is collapsed  in that   the   macro-factor (the  
systemic requirement for social order and stability) which is noted  to cause changes and 
continuity in a social group’s is also a consequence, which is the transmission of the 
values of society and  continuity of social order. The approach makes the claim that 
teachers transmit the norms, values, of society  and  reproduce the social order,   but does 
not  articulate  in a satisfactory manner,  the process by which it  happens. The  
perspective,  therefore  cannot  adequately  address the  conundrum on how it is  that 
teachers reproduce society but merely claims that teachers do so.   
 
Thus, in the structural functionalist approach,  values shared by all and functional pre-
requisites create a synchrony across levels of society without contention.   The cultures of 
social groups mirror systemic structures  and their changes. Specifically,   teachers’   
consciousness and their practices  are  instrumental in perpetuating  the continuity of     
the ongoing or changing  social order.  
 
Also, the systemic focus on harmony and equilibrium leaves little room for social  
conflict, accommodation and issues of power involving conflict of interests to be 
considered.  Power is seen in terms of the capacity to realize a system’s goals and all 
                                                 
3Parsons  gives  consideration to agency in his theory of social action,   but it is    theorized in a manner  that 
is determined   by systemic functions.   
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including the state  work together  to reproduce the necessary values of society at large to 




The conflict approaches of  Marx and Weber and  theorists   informed by  their works,  
including Bourdieu4,   although   refer  to    aspects of  social group5  culture   have not 
been  engaged specifically in  theoretical or empirical work on  teacher cultural  change 
and continuity.   Regardless,  I   note the   relevance  of  conflict  approaches    to 
elucidating the three research  questions of this study on teacher cultural change and 
continuity.  I first discuss the approach of Marx  and theorists   informed by his approach,   
similarly   for   Weber and  finally for  Bourdieu.    
 
Marx and Marxist-Informed Theorists  
 
Marx   presents  two seemingly opposing views on culture,  one in which culture is 
viewed as superstructure dependent on  or epiphenomenal to the  capitalist economic 
infrastructure  and  a second  one in which  culture and agency  may be considered  
relatively independent  causal factors   in change,  as evident in  his  formulations on   
dialectical materialism.  Different theorists on education, informed by Marx’s  work,    
have emphasized  one or the other  view in understanding education, schools, and  
peripherally  teachers.      
 
                                                 
4Although Bourdieu is also   said to be influenced by  Durkheim’s  approach.  
5This includes  Marx’s discussion of working class consciousness;  Weber’s work in the Protestant Ethic 
referring to the importance of  religious  belief  as influential in early British  capitalism.   
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In the first view,  I place, for example, Bowes and Gintis’s  and Althusser’s approach.   
Their  formulations  pose some problems  in adequately elucidating the three research  
questions of this thesis. They present a view which highlights the capitalist system as the 
pivotal factor in creating teachers’ work and their practices.  
 
Bowes and Gintis, for example, present a view  of teachers in which they  “give orders 
and students obey” (Haralambos: 1995,736) and deliver a hidden curriculum6.   Teachers 
are said to be  inserted into a form of schooling  which “is linked  specifically to  
education’s  function  for capitalism  to create a desired kind of  labourer     and   mirror 
the hierarchy, fragmentation, and external motivation of the larger culture  (Haralambos: 
1995,736). Thus  the cultural characteristics   of  the  school  meshes with  the  macro-
functional requirements of capitalism for a specific kind of workers who respect authority 
and discipline (Giddens: 1996, 437). Teachers, in their classroom  practices  deliver  this 
hidden curriculum, apparently   independent of  their   consciousness,   thereby 
reproducing capitalist inequalities.  
 
Bowes and Gintis  highlight  the  macro-context of capitalism as an  important factor in 
shaping social phenomenon but their formulations reduce the process to its operation and 
logic. Their approach assumes a close functional homology or   synchrony  in values 
generated by the economy and the values that schools and teachers inculcate in students.  
It  presumes a capitalist functionality that leads to consequence of reproducing the social  
inequalities of the capitalist economic order.   
 
                                                 
6This refers to the  form that teaching   and learning take  (such as the  focus on discipline and hard work)   
and the way that schools are organized  (Haralambos: 1995, 736).   
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
17
Similarly,  Althusser’s  version of structuralism is unable to deal with the  three   research   
questions in a satisfactory  manner.  Although he  imparts to culture or ideology  an 
important role, in having  a  material  existence in  state  apparatuses  with real effects,  
his  structuralist  formulations  also  assume a synchrony   in culture  across  levels of 
society from institutions to smaller social groups. This is assumed to be driven  by the 
structural logic and operation of the capitalism system which   precludes the variable of 
agency or  human action/interaction in understanding social   phenomenon.     
 
Furthermore, although Althusser accords an important role to the state,  his structuralist  
formulations of  the  state as a factor  in  the cohesion of a class divided capitalist society  
and as part of state ideological  apparatus deprives  understanding of the state as a site of 
human meaning/making and intentions. He  depicts a society,  in which there  may be 
social  conflicts at different levels,  but these  do not appear to exert any impact  since his 
idea is not that of real, living and   experiencing  who  people  create and recreate their 
culture in action/social interaction or practice. Thus, Althusser’s formulations  don’t 
provide a satisfactory understanding of  the processes of   cultural changes and continuity 
in a particular social group  other than to reduce their practices to support the underlying 
logic of capitalist structures and structural changes.  
 
Gramsci’s work and theorists informed by his approach  present an alternative view of 
social group  cultural change and continuity which  has  a positive potential to inform the 
three research questions of this study. He  theoretically attributes human  agency   and 
consciousness as a factor in   creating and transcending capitalist  society  and  the    state 
as also a factor, not totally shackled by the force of underlying structures.    Central to his 
approach is the concept of hegemony which refers to the  cultural (intellectual, 
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theoretical,  and   moral)  leadership that a dominant class exercises over and is accepted 
by the dominated groups. Hegemony is contingent, requiring continuous ideological work 
to achieve state power.  Thus  Gramsci suggests that a  dominant class is  only able to 
gain political power to the extent that it has  established   hegemony by  articulating a 
discourse  which links   new and old cultural elements,  and  thus manages to secure the  
acceptance of this discourse by a broad section of     social groups in society and thus 
assuming  state power.  
 
Gramsci’s focus on social group conflict, on power and ideological  struggle, and  cultural 
leadership (hegemony) suggest that teachers can have a role in changing the capitalist 
system.  Intellectuals disseminate information.  Teachers are, therefore,    intellectuals in 
this sense. His discussion of  intellectuals particularly the organic intellectuals of the 
working class is particularly relevant. He notes that they can  have a   unique role in  
promoting a culture that is based on scientific philosophy of socialism and gives an  
important role to the socialist  teacher to  bring this scientific philosophy to the fore and 
even  create  this   new culture,  by incorporating cultural elements  from the “old” 
capitalist system, such as regimentation, achievement, and even hierarchy in the 
formation of a socialist educational system and culture (Sarup: 1983). Gramsci is  focused 
primarily  on  their  role in the  transition  towards socialism, but this  illustrates his 
thinking that teachers can have an impact on and change society and  may not merely 
reproduce capitalism.      
 
Thus, Gramsci’s formulations  are able to better  address the  three research questions of 
this thesis.  On   the first question on factors in explaining change and continuity in the 
culture of a social group, he would give    importance to  the importance of agency, 
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particularly the agentic, macro-context of social group  conflicts to maintain and establish 
hegemony. On the second question, his formulations would be able to  elucidate the 
process by which change in continuity in the culture of a particular social group   comes 
about in the context of ideological struggle for power or state power.  Gramsci’s 
elucidation of this social process is, however, incomplete as he does not adequately link  
the  macro-institutional and micro-interactional levels.   
 
With respect to the third question on the consequences of changes and continuity in 
teacher culture, Gramsi’s formulations allow the possibility   that  social groups don’t  
necessarily function in a manner to reproduce capitalism.  Rather,  the outcome of this is 
contingent  and social groups may challenge and possibly transcend it.7  Also  social 
groups may reproduce their own domination through their consent to hegemony of the 
dominant class.   Thus,   in terms of answering the three questions, Gramsci’s work is  
limited in that,  although he  focuses on the agentic,  macro-institutional context,  he  does 
not engage the micro-level, interactional level that is crucial to the  to the elucidation of 
changes and continuity in a social group’s culture.  There  is, as well,   an element of class 
reductionism in his  analysis.   
 
Giroux (1998) and others have extended   Gramci’s idea of teachers as  intellectuals to  
teachers as  cultural  workers who are instrumental in resisting dominant social and 
cultural structures such as competitive,  class, gender, and ethnic biases. Such teachers 
can be engaged in transforming the pedagogic relationship with students towards more  
humane goals.  
                                                 
7
 That teachers as agents can have impact  suggests the possibility  that state policies to enforce a societal  
vision or goal may fail  or move  in a different direction.   
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At this point,  I note the  relevance of  Willis’ empirical  study of  a group of  students   in 
a  British high school to the topic of this thesis. Willis’ lads did  not passively absorb 
alienating school structures  but constructed  their responses to it.   The counter-school 
subculture they created drew  on their parent working class community  culture. Willis’ 
point is that in their resistance, the lads are complicit in the  reproduction of the capitalist 
division of labour and in their own lack of  educational attainment.  Thus  the lad’s  
reproduce their  own domination, rather than   something prefigured or accomplished 
beforehand as a result of structural-functional  prerequisites or the logic of capitalist 
structures and their development. To the extent that Willis’ work  incorporate 
interactionism, he  is able to provide a more satisfactory  elucidation of the three 
questions of the thesis.    
 
For example, Willis  would note the importance of  agency  (in the  lad’s production of a 
counter  school  culture) and context ( alienating school structures related to capitalism)  
as important factors in understanding how a social group culturally and socially 
reproduces   society despite  their resistence.  His work is suggestive for this study since it 
gives an  account of the  social  processes in which a  social   group   can   create and 
maintain a culture   through interactions with  others in the school  and do so by drawing 
on their parent culture.   Thirdly,  he  suggest how  in creating their resistant culture, 
Willis’  working class lads are complicit in their own domination  and the  reproduction 
of  the  capitalist  division of labour.  In other words, Willis’ approach is suggestive of 
how to elucidate teacher cultural change and continuity. Possibly teachers in responding 
to alienating school structures  at  work, in their response may similarly create or 
construct a  culture of resistance/or accommodation  which nevertheless  reproduces  the 
alienating school structures.         
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In sum, in this discussion of  the relevance of Marxist approaches to this study,  I have 
noted efforts within the tradition  to  bring agency back in. Gramsci’s formulations  that 
impart a role to teachers in transforming capitalist society, rather than merely reproduce 
it, is a relevant consideration. Also Willis’ empirical  study of a social group - students -  
suggest that his formulations may be relevant as  teachers, like students, may also through 
their own resistance and complicity   reproduce society,  although Willis tends to talk 
about the production of culture by a social group that leads to the reproduction of society 
and not engage the possibility of those working within the system to transcend it.     
 
 
Weber  and Weberian-Informed Theorists      
 
Weber’s  approach would  highlight agentic and cultural as well as structural factors in 
understanding social phenomenon such as cultural change and continuity in a social 
group.  On the agentic and the  cultural, he would  focus on  macro-level conflicts,  on 
social group struggle involving relations of  power, class, and status. Thus, he would note 
the importance of  status identification and status group interests as important factors in 
conflict  in understanding  teacher identity and their engagement in group struggle or 
cultural politics and  the  politics of identity.  Thus his focus on processes of social group 
struggle at the collective level is  an important factor in   understanding  how teacher 
culture can develop within the context  of such  cultural politics.      
 
On Weber’s formulation of structural factors, he develops an analysis of    bureaucratic 
structure in terms  of  the  orientations to action that it supports.   His   formulations are  
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useful in situating the context of teachers’ work, particularly the state bureaucracy.  His 
view of the state as an instrument of coercive  and legitimating force is   an important 
contextual factor  in understanding  the formation and development of the culture of a 
particular social group.     
 
Further to this,   I note  that  theorists (Hargreaves: 1967; Lacey: 1970;  Ball: 1981)  
informed by Weber’s formulations on the importance of human meanings and  
power/conflict   have studied  classroom observation  and conducted  interviews that    
have contributed  to  the understanding of  some  aspects of teacher culture.  These 
studies,  however,  have not tended to  relate  their work  to the   macro, institutional  
(state) context in which classroom interaction and the elements of teacher reported 
occurs, nor  examine  teacher culture  historically.   Many of these researchers were 
moved by an interest  in understanding how or made  conclusions  from their research  
that structural inequalities were maintained by educational processes in which teachers  
are implicated.      
 
Weber’s  approach  is  helpful in  partially  understanding  the three questions of this 
study.  His approach would direct one to examine the agentic contextual factors  (class, 
power, and  status conflicts) as important factors in change and continuity in  the culture 
of a social group and therefore provide  some  understanding of the first research 
question. However, the  potential of Weber’s approach to elucidate the process of changes 
and continuity in a social group  (the  second research question)    is not developed as   his 
macro studies  are at odds with his focus on the importance of meanings/interpretations in 
orienting social action. In other words,  Weber’s approach does not  adequately theorized 
the  link between the macro and micro   in a systematic  manner.  As to the third question, 
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on  the  consequences of  cultural  change  or continuity  of  a social group, classroom 
studies research  using Weber’s approach  suggest that structural inequalities are 
maintained by educational processes, and  note that  teachers have a role in the   cultural 
and social reproduction of inequality.     
 
I  now  turn to Bourdieu, who is said to be   influenced by both Marx and Weber in his 




    
Bourdieu’s work is also not engaged specifically in the study of change and continuity in 
the culture of a specific group over a long historical period.  However, his concept of 
habitus, cultural field and cultural trajectory  is useful in elucidating aspects of the   three 
research questions of this  study.  Given this I have integrated these  concepts into the 
symbolic interactionist core of my theoretical framework (see Chapter Three).    
 
Habitus is the “set of durable dispositions8  that people carry within them that shape their  
attitudes, behaviours and responses to given situations” (Web: 2002, 114).     Habitus can  
refer to the  culture, needs, desires, and tastes,9 to  “a  complex array of strategies and 
tactics” (Web: 2002, 115);  and  the various patterns of  thought, action, belief, perception 
of specific social  groups.  Habitus are cultural structures that  are inscribed  in  a person’s 
thoughts and mind,  language and body.   It  develops partly in an unconscious  manner, 
                                                 
8
 For example,  someone’s  disposition to act such as   visit  libraries  and  love reading or to   think in a 
certain way.  Bourdieu suggests that   dispositions can be learned  (cultural)  or  inherited  (genetic).  
9
 Tastes can refers to aesthetic ones such as the taste for  art, literature, and food.   
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by  incorporating the rules, values and dispositions from  the field  and naturalizes these 
as commonsense, necessary, inevitable and part of human nature thus excluding other 
possibilities of thinking or doing.  Elsewhere he notes that the habitus functions to 
“produce agents bodies and bodily dispositions” which Bourdieu  calls the bodily  hexis.  
 
By field,  Bourdieu refers to the divisions of social space such as the  educational field,   
school field, sports field or the field of cultural production (referring to the creative arts).  
Fields “is a metaphor for the (metaphorical) space in which we can identify institutions, 
discourses, practices, values and so on” (Web: 2002, 86). Cultural fields    refer  to the  
“contexts – discourses, institutions, values, rules and regulations – which produce and 
transform attitudes and practices” and also involves  “interactions between institutions, 
rules, and practices” (Web: 2002,21).  
 
In terms of the relationship of habitus to  field/cultural field, Bourdieu’s concept of 
“cultural trajectory”  is important in articulating the  relationship.  Cultural trajectory 
refers to the  history of an  individual’s  or a social group’s social conditioning through      
experiences  in different fields such as family, schools and   community. The attitudes,   
values, expectations  and dispositions from the different fields are inscribed in the 
habitus,  through a process of embodiment which create an individual or a social group’s 
cultural trajectory. Thus,  “people are at one the product of, and the creators of, their 
habitus” (McKenzie: 50)10.   
 
                                                 
10
 Bourdieu’s  formulations have  been noted  to articulate  habitus to be over-determined  by the field and 
for the habitus to over-determine practice.  This is a  tendency in Bourdieu  although  theoretically he notes 
that  “habitus mediates between field and  practice”  and suggests that  practice can change habitus and field 
although he does not focus on this.  
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Furthermore, Bourdieu’s  formulations on the relation of state to habitus suggest  the  
state as an important factor in explaining cultural continuity and change of a social group.  
The  state is a  “field of power” which concentrates  power and capital and a “cultural 
field” (Web: 2002, 85)11.  The   state is able  through its  power  to  engender a  collective 
habitus, a shared identify, and a set of dispositions by creating the conditions under which 
some things come to be viewed as natural and inevitable (for example, the hierarchical 
organization of schools). In Bourdieu’s formulations,  however,  the  state’s  standpoint 
“has been so thoroughly impressed in  the  minds of the people, and its  authority made to 
seem so natural, that “resistance is futile” – and unthinkable” (Web: 2002, 101)  and 
“unless there is a dramatic event, or major crisis, people tend to accept the authority of the 
government without thinking about it,” (Web: 2002, 102).  In other words, the state can 
promote certain doxa (the truths) that perceives  resistence  to be futile and unthinkable  
(Web: 2002).    
 
Thus, Bourdieu’s approach is relevant to answer the first question of this study by  citing 
important contextual factors as formative of continuity and change in the culture of a 
social group, viz.,  subjective structures (habitus) and objective structures (such as the  
state field, family field,  or school field) and the notion of cultural trajectory that links the 
two. However, one may say Bourdieu over-emphasizes these structural factors such that 
agency and practice12 is sidelined. Bourdieu tends to view the habitus as so much shaped 
by conditioning from the field, that practice is predetermined and individual’s  
                                                 
11
 The state  ensures that its truths come to be accepted as general truths through mechanisms of  promoting  
a  collective  vision,   “directs  its effects”  and  establishes  what constitutes  acceptable behaviour and 
procedures for punishing those who deviate,  and the claim to representing the voice of the people who 
gives it legitimate authority to rule (Web: 2002).  
12
 Although Bourdieu notes   the importance of practice and reflexivity  in sociology,   his understanding of 
process placed  inordinate emphasis on the field.     
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predisposition to act is predetermined (Web:2002).  Similarly, he constructs state as so 
determining that resistance is unthinkable.   
 
Furthermore,  Bourdieu provides some  understanding of the second question  on  the   
social processes in which the culture of a social group continues and changes, although he 
focuses more on continuities. Thus Bourdieu’s approach would suggest that  part of this 
social process involves the adjustment of an already formed habitus (that has developed 
through an individual’s or social groups cultural trajectory) which can create bodily 
resistance to change or provide cultural resources to integrate the change as part of the 
social conditioning to inscribe a new behaviour pattern in the habitus.    
 
As for the third question on the consequences of  continuity  or  change in the culture  of a 
social group. Bourdieu would  highlight the continuity and focus on  the cultural 
reproduction of society. Thus, in response to the conundrum of how teachers reproduce 
cultural continuity, he would note the influence of the habitus.   
 
Thus, Bourdieu’s   response  to the  three questions  would  highlight habitus, field, and  
cultural trajectory in responding to the three questions, but focus on cultural continuity.  
 
Interactionist  Approach    
 
Interactionists highlight the  micro, every day level, the meanings/interpretations of social 
situations that people construct while  interacting with others  by means of  a shared 
language or other symbolic system. They are “particularly interested in the development 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
27
of the self-concept and the socialization process and the ability of individuals to take the 
role of others in planning their own actions”13 (Torres:2003, 207).  The range of  studies 
include work on teacher-pupil relationships and    classroom  interaction  (Stubbs and 
Delamont: 1976); different teacher subculture or ideologies  related to teacher’s position 
within the school system (Woods: 1983); the mutual  effects of teachers’ and students’ 
behaviours on the each others’ actions and perceptions (Spencer: 1981).  Also included is 
the work of symbolic interactionists  such as Becker and Greer on teachers’ conception of 
the ideal student  and Greer on teachers’ strategies of control in  classroom interaction.  
 
Becker’s study (1970) in the American context  refers to teachers formulating a 
conception of the ideal student which is class-infused. This is noted to be  teacher’s 
responses to the problems in teaching  a diverse student cohort  which creates  problem 
for the teacher in the teaching  to students  varying in learning ability, discipline, and 
moral acceptability.  Thus they  use this classed based typification of students  to orient 
their practice; to categorize students; to use different pedagogical strategies, and also  to 
vary their work and effort.  As Becker points out: 
 
one result of this situation in which less is expected of those teachers whose 
students are more difficult to teach is that the problem becomes more 
aggravated in each grade – as the gap between what the children should know 
and what they actually know becomes wider and wider 
 
and in some schools: 
 
the teaching problem has degenerated into a struggle to get a few basic skills 
across, in a situation where this cumulative effect makes following the normal 
program of study impossible. 
                                                 
13
 I’ve already indicated how  Willis  in   integrating an   interactionist dimension of  every day  (social) life  
in his analysis   strengthened the power of his analysis,    in  explain the origin  of a student subculture.    
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And the effect is “to perpetuate those cultural characteristics to which  they (the teachers) 
object in the first place” which leads to the consequence  in which the  education 
inequality is produced and reproduced.  
 
In another 1970 article, Becker refers to teacher  cultural elements created in  response to 
challenges to their authority that occupational groups such as teachers face, particularly 
with respect to the parents (clients) who don’t follow the rules of authority of the 
organization. These include the teachers’ strong sense of their legitimate authority with 
respect to their teaching; values/ideology of their  professionalism and competence; use of 
feelings of collegiality in defense against those, parents, colleagues and principals  who 
can abrogate their authority.  Thus, teachers were  instrumental in  creating a negotiated 
order supported by the specific  (relative) powers of    functionaries, i.e., the  teachers and   
principals:      
 
to influence behavior and control one another,  creating a   predictable work 
setting in which limits of behaviour for every individual are known and in 
which one can build  a satisfactory  authority  position  of which he can be 
sure.  
 
The consequence of this, is  that  teachers  are  implicated in  the reproduction of the 
bureaucratic order.  
 
Similarly Greer (1966) writing also in the American context of an “egalitarian” society   
note the existence of teacher culture as strategies of control of students. Following 
Homans, she notes that  the teaching relationship is inherently one of conflict: the teacher 
is dominant and feels most at ease when students are obedient and submissive.   
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In this situation, teacher develop specific conflict avoidance strategies. One involves  
encouraging conflict among pupils through teaching methods such as teaching 
individually rather than collectively; individual citing; and encouraging competition 
among students in class work. Greer also  notes that  the  teacher and students create a 
negotiated order in the classroom characterized by  unstated   “hidden”  rules, such as the 
student’s rule that a  teacher  be fair and   consistent.   This  negotiated order is based on  
power differentials among students and teachers. Students  have power based on parental 
support, legal sanctions on corporal   punishment, and  the  power of numbers (students in 
class  may collectively unite against the teacher).  Teachers have power based on wide-
ranging institutional  support  from colleagues,  school administration and the  state that  
maintain and legitimate  the teacher’s  authority.    Greer’s analysis, in common with 
Becker, suggests that culture is formed at the  interactional level in classroom. Though 
she recognizes that there are larger structures,  the  tendency is to  leave them un-
theorized.     
 
The work of Becker and Greer and symbolic interactionist in general have been critiqued  
for their lack of  consideration of macro-level and  historical structures and processes. 
That their empirical studies may  show this tendency  is not a  theoretical   limitation of 
the symbolic interactionist   approach.  I  make this argument since  culture and cultural 
change are central to the symbolic interactionist approach given its focus on  culture and 
cultural elements - meanings,  language, and symbols which constitute the basis of the 
social actions and  interactions  of individuals or social groups in everyday life. 
Specifically, in terms of the  development of society,  symbolic interactions  focus on the  
process of  role-taking  which accounts for the construction of society, its institutions, its 
culture, its   continuities and changes.  The continuous process of negotiations in 
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interpersonal interaction, people aligning their actions to the reciprocal perceptions and 
expectations of each other moves rather smoothly to create social order. Thus,for 
symbolic interactionists,  social reality,  and  culture is created and recreated by 
individuals in their  interaction in everyday relationships and  society  is built from  the   
bottom up.  
 
Symbolic interactionists  view  social structure/culture  in fluid,  non-reified ways.   
Within this approach,  the structure of teacher culture would be viewed  in fluid, non-
reified terms,  its content and forms re-created, created, and altered  in social 
interaction/action with people in their immediate situation on a daily basis. This 
interaction would solidify shared meanings of a  group  (such as teachers)  particularly in 
the context of  isolation  and communication  (Shibutani, 1986) within a specific work 
context.   
 
Particularly relevant to this thesis, symbolic interactionists have a particular view of 
cultural change or emergence of culture that is very useful.  Culture is: 
 
the product of interaction between people in their everyday social relationships. 
In these relationships the culture from the larger society is adapted to daily life, 
and sometimes new ways of doing things  are developed.  (Hagedorn, 1986, 
46-47) 
 
This understanding of culture as emergent in social interaction as elucidated by Shibutani 
is central to the conceptual framework of this study and will be developed in   Chapter 
Three.    
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 I  note that the critique of symbolic interactionists for not engaging with issues of 
structure are not entirely correct. In particular, I refer to the approach of Peter Hall whose 
conception of the state  forms an important part of my conceptual framework. 
 
The formulations of Peter Hall (1995, 1997) who works within the interactionist tradition 
but integrates institutional structure to microlevel situations and social actions that are  
historically conceived is relevant. Thus, his mesodomain analysis  “systematically attends 
to the intersections of social action, history and structure” and follows Maine (1982)  “in 
showing how past and contemporary social conditions and forces (historical and 
structural contexts) shape situated activity (action context)”  (Hall:1995: 399).  In  Hall’s 
work,  structures  are  viewed as  process, created by    collective activity which develop 
structures that  become conditions and consequences for situations elsewhere, creating 
and altering their situations.   
 
Furthermore, Hall  views the  state (Hall: 1997, 109) as an organization and as a 
“structure of metapower”  (Hall: 1997, 397)  which are: 
 
dependent upon processes of delegation to achieve intended ends. The 
construction and command of the formal division of labour, channels of 
communication and the hierarchy of authority by strategic management define 





Metapower is “the creation and control of distal social conditions and situations” 
 (Hall: 1997, 397).  The state  has at its disposal five processes and  practices of 
metapower. Hall presents five of these. In the first, the  state creates  strategic agencies 
(such as the Ministry of Education)  so that these agencies become “authoritative relays” 
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of  the intentions of state leaders.  The second involves the practice of setting rules and 
conventions in which a government agency  takes  designated legislation, develops and 
issues rules and regulations defining intent, implementation and practice. The rules then 
shape action of agencies removed from its development.   Thus a government agency 
such as the  Ministry of Education  would develop  directives and procedures for agencies 
under it (for example, schools)   to follow. They, in turn, would  align their rules and 
regulations with the directives and procedures of the  government  agency.   
 
The third  form of metapower is structuring situations such as creating advisory 
committees and setting its terms of reference and operations. The fourth is  culturalizing 
which refers to the use of discourse, charters and mission to frame the limits of what can 
be said and done and to motivate people to collective action (Hall: 1997).  The final 
process and practice of metapower is  delegation in which  the main concern is “the 
ability of the delegate to produce co-operative and compliant behaviour, often getting 
others to embrace the intentions of their superiors”   (Hall: 1997)14.   
 
Another critique of symbolic interactionism is that it does not theorize the body and the 
unconscious, although there is recognition of their importance in the work of  symbolic 
interactionists like Shibutani.  Again, given the openness of the symbolic interactionist 
approach,  it is able to theoretically incorporate Bourdieu’s notion of habitus  which gives 
due consideration to their importance as will be discussed in Chapter Three.  
 
                                                 
14
 Hall gives more emphasis to interpretation and the play of meanings in understanding state  actions than 
Bourdieu. At the same time, I argue that the theoretical flexibility in Bourdieu’s theory in which  he does 
acknowledge the importance of agency  would facilitate  theoretical  borrowings from each other. 
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Given this,  I   note  that the symbolic interactionist approach is able to  better address the 
three research  questions of this study in  a consistent manner given  the openness and  
flexibility of this approach.  This is the case given  the approach’s  focus on the micro-
level in which the concept of agency comes alive, in real active individuals constructing  
their  meanings in everyday actions/interactions, and individually and collectively 
constructing structures and society from the bottom up,  these structures the result of  past 
social activity in an ongoing social process.    
 
Thus I argue that a synthesis of Shibutani, Hall and Bourdieu  will be able to  address the 
three questions in a consistent manner.  This will be discussed in the conceptual 





To sum, this literature review has considered the different approaches within the 
sociology of education in  terms of their relevance in clarifying the  three research   
questions of the thesis on the factors of  change  and continuity in the culture of a social 
group,    the process by which change and continuity in this social group  occurs, and the 
consequences of such changes and continuities. These approaches while  offering aspects 
of a response are not, existing by themselves alone,  adequate.     
  
I note that many of the theorists given their focus on macro structure don’t  provide a 
adequate response to the three research questions for different reasons. The  structural-
functionalist approach  posits a  cultural synchrony impelled  by the underlying functional  
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logic of structures.  Similarly  conflict theorists  informed by Marxism,  such as Bowes 
and Gintis and Althusser,  posit such   synchrony  across cultural levels  in  economic and   
class reductionist  terms although the seminal work of Gramsci in interjecting agency, 
culture is relevant in understanding the agentic context of this study. Specifically 
Gramsci’s formulations would construct teachers, as intellectuals, not necessarily just 
engaged in the  role of reproducing society culturally and socially  but also  capable of 
bringing about change or producing society and also in resisting social structures to  
question competition, sexism, and racism  along the lines of Giroux’s approach.    
 
 Weber, while  noting the importance of interpretation, offers  a model of cultural levels  
that leaves unaddressed the questions  of  how  the  macro links  up  with  the micro level  
and the nature of this micro level,  although he notes that subjectivity -  goals and 
intentions -  form the  basis of society and its institutions (Bilton, 2002). Bourdieu, while 
he  theoretically articulates the importance of  practice  tends to  assumes that class  
habitus is all determining of practice.         
 
I suggest in light of this review that  symbolic interactionism is  the most relevant in 
terms of its focus on agency as the starting point of its theory, allowing for human 
interpretation and response  at every level of culture.  Also, the approach allows  for   an  
account  which wields the three  levels (macro, meso and micro) together, mainly through 
communication, shared meanings in action which are not devoid of power relations and 
conflict.     
 
However, the approach may over-emphasize  agency  and omit to consider the impact of 
structures. It is maintained that  Bourdieu’s analysis could  fill the vacuum. Thus, I argue 
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that the symbolic interactionist view of culture and cultural change  (as formulated by 
Shibitani) is theoretically able to provide a satisfactory understanding and approach to the 
study and the three questions once it incorporates the symbolic interactionist approach of 
Hall and Bourdieu’s conflict approach. This will be discussed in the next chapter.  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          





Conceptual Framework and Methodology 
 
 
Conceptual Framework   
 
In this chapter, I present the conceptual framework of this thesis. Its core is based on 
Shibutani’s symbolic interactionist view of culture as emergent from social processes in 
which a social group collectively adapts to the particular circumstances it has faced.  To 
this, I integrate Hall’s  theory of the state as a multilevel and multi-site entity  with the   
metapower15  to create  the particular circumstances to which teachers respond and create 
culture as a product. I also integrate into this symbolic interactionist framework, 
Bourdieu’s theory of habitus as  the  subjective mechanism by which continuity in the 
culture of a social group is maintained once the habitus is formed.  Taken together, this 
synthesis is able to answer the three research questions posed in Chapter One in a 
consistent manner.   In so doing,  I suggest that it will also provide an answer  to the 
sociological conundrum of how  it is that  teachers are involved in the cultural and social 
reproduction of society  noted by many theorists in the literature review.     
 
I begin with the two concepts of culture as elaborated in Shibutani’s  Social Processes: 




                                                 
15
 This metapower is not  totally determining but structures situations to which people respond.  
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Redfield, an anthropologist:   
 
Culture consists of those conventional understandings, manifested in acts and 
artifacts,   that characterize  particular social units -  a community or any of its 
constituent groups (quoted   in  Shibutani:1986, 67).   
 
 
The  second concept  of  culture is provided by Shibutani himself:    
 
 
Each group’s culture is the product of  collective adaptations made to the 
particular circumstances it has faced (1986: 67).  
 
 
The first  definition focuses on culture as product, as a force of continuity and as  systems 
of signification and meanings; the second  is focused on culture as  process, as a force of 
change in its reference to  collective adaptations of social groups.  
 
On the first concept with its focus on continuity,  I  highlight three  points:     
   
1.   culture consists of conventional understandings;        
2.   culture  is manifested in acts and  artifacts; and  
3.  culture is  the  property of  social units  -  a community or any of its  
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1.  Culture consists of  conventional  understandings  
 
Focusing on this fragment,  Shibutani interprets Redfield: “understandings”  refer to 
values and norms (Shibutani: 1986, 67-69). Values are “standards of desirability,”   
concerning  “what  goals people ought to seek, what is required or forbidden, what is 
honorable and shameful, and what is beautiful and ugly” (Shibutani: 1986, 68).  Norms   
are “models of appropriate ways of doing things,”  “established procedures for carrying 
out various activities”  (Shibutani: 1986, 68).  They specify a  gamut  of  appropriate 
behaviour  in various roles.  Examples of norms are those of  reciprocity, involving the 
expectation  to repay or thank someone for a good deed  (Shibutani: 1986, 73). 
 
Comparing values to norms, values are more general, independent of specific situations 
and actions, operating  at  a  higher level of abstraction.  Norms  operate  at the more 
immediate,  concrete level.  Norms  can  be derived   from values and are more readily 
changed   than values. Different cultures can share the same  values,   but the norms about 
what is appropriate to actualize  these  values   may be different; for  example,   respect 
for  others is a value but   norms on how to show this  can  vary.    
 
Shibutani further notes that roles and institutions are built from norms. Norms are  
embedded  in  roles and  in social institutions16  as   networks of interrelated norms. For 
example, the system of social stratification embeds norms on the classification and 
ranking of people.  He  notes  that the  “framework of social norms” or “normative 
frameworks”  are  “the network of common  understandings shared by the participants  
                                                 
16
 For  Bourdieu, norms are also   embedded in the body as habitus.   
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(which) provides a framework17 from which their respective activities are carried out”  
(Shibutani: 1986, 78).    
 
“Conventional” refers  to the aspect of culture that is shared;  there is consensus and   co-
orientation and legitimate authority whatever may be its basis, often multiple, in   
tradition, custom, habit,  or faith.   Also,  it suggests  some continuity in these values and 
norms which are handed down from generation to generation and also “creatively 
affirmed from day to day in social interaction” (Shibutani:1955,564).  Cultures   “once 
institutionalized tend to persist even after the conditions under which they initially 
developed have disappeared … many patterns of concerted action persist until something 
unusual happens, something that compels a reassessment of the situation” (Shibutani: 
1986). 
 
Culture as conventionalized also suggests for Shibutani a taken-for-granted and       
unconscious aspect (1986: 69) as in “cultural axioms” which can be  norms, values,  or  
presuppositions  referring to beliefs. As Shibutani notes with respect to the latter “beliefs 
are often presuppositions that are taken for granted about an object’s characteristics”  
(Shibutani: 1986, 37, 156).   Examples of cultural axioms are beliefs  about  human nature 





                                                 
17
 Bourdieu would note that  this framework is inscribed  in bodily  processes also.    
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It is important to note the contingency  in beliefs, values, and norms.  Not all values are 
shared by everyone  in a society.  Also, conformity to norms and roles are not   automatic:        
  
Although people usually comply with the expectations of others, dissent is 
always possible. Norms do not determine behaviour. A  participant may refuse 
to do a fair share, may contribute reluctantly in a token fashion, may raise 
questions about the propriety of the demands, may try to develop a new way of 
doing things, or may just rebel. Similarly, roles are only models and people do 
not always live up to their obligations (Shibutani: 1986, 14). 
 
Shibutani’s discussion of strategic interaction suggest that strategies could also be 
included as an element of culture.  He notes that in  strategic interactions that parties  
involved differ in interests and recognize  the need to accommodate  (Shibutani, 1986).  
Strategic interaction is  present in the three  kinds of agonistic processes: competition  (as 
in an examination),  rivalry (political conflict), and conflict  (war).  The strategies he 
notes are negotiation  (bargaining)  and  agreements on work arrangements  such as   
illegal collusion and  negotiated order. When strategies  become a common element, or 
become conventionalized or shared, they can  become an element of teacher culture  
(Shibutani: 1986).    
 
Thus, for Shibutani, culture  is viewed as an  inter-related network of beliefs, values, 
norms, strategies, presuppositions, axioms18. However,  the conceptual work I elaborate 
expands Shibutani’s understanding of culture to include Bourdieu’s habitus which 
includes dispositions to act and think in a specific way; culture,  needs; desires;  and 
tastes  as  part of the habitus.     
 
                                                 
18
 Though  Shibutani does not note this, beliefs may be seen as more general which embed values and 
norms.   
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2.  Culture  as  understandings  are manifested in  acts and  artifacts   
 
With respect to culture as manifested in “acts,”  Shibutani interprets Redfield to    mean 
"models of  appropriate ways of doing things” (Shibutani; 1986, 67). The    reference to 
“model”  and   “appropriate” behavior  suggest that ideals  -  values and    norms -  are 
manifested  in  social   acts which   form interactive patterns.  
 
With respect to “artifacts,” Shibutani interprets Redfield to mean that culture is    
manifested  in   the  "appropriate ways of constructing and handling material objects, not 
in  the things themselves.”  This means  that the culture is not  objectified in   the artifact  
but in the  ideas,  the  norms and values regarding its use.   Artifacts  manifest meanings  
as in symbols which can be referential – referring to objects and/or   expressive, eliciting  
emotions. A flag, for example, is referential and expressive,   referring to a nation and 
expressing values, norms and feelings of patriotism (Shibutani, 1986).   Languages  are 
systems of symbols. Other artifacts include  body attire,   film,  curriculum, organizational 
timetables, images of heroes and  technology.   Curriculum,  for example, how it is 
handled and treated  would say much about   the beliefs,  norms, and values of teachers 
and their relationship to the educational system, state, and    society.     
  
These two ways of looking at culture noted by Shibutani as manifested  in  social   acts    
and in  artifacts has  methodological implications for this thesis. The elements of    
teacher culture can be derived from teachers’ accounts of  their social acts (or interaction 
patterns)  since these  norms, values,  beliefs, presuppositions, axioms and including 
Bourdieu’s  dispositions, culture,  desires, needs, and tastes inform their behaviour or 
practices.  
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Furthermore,  the  elements of culture can be derived by examining artifacts, such as     
teachers’ language, dress codes, timetables  and classroom organization with regard to 
their “model” nature and how the objects are appropriately used. The emphasize of this 
thesis, however,  will be on the  social acts (interactive patterns),  the beliefs, values, 
norms, and strategies manifested in them as people or groups of people  interact  with 
each other in producing cultural continuity and change. Furthermore, in Bourdieu’s 
formulations a properly functioning habitus is one in which its dispositions, culture, 
desires, needs and tastes are accepted as commonsense and violation of these norms 
would lead to a strong reaction (Web: 2002, 39).  
 
 
3.    Culture  is the  property of   social units,  a community or any of its 
         constituent    groups  
 
Shibutani notes that each community  may be conceived as an ecological unit  which can 
be characterized by energy sources  such as  technological  available to it.  One level of 
community is  the  human community or the community of human species or  the  global  
community. Other communities are the urban and related kinds of  communities (villages, 
towns, suburbs, slum areas) developed  in  modern, industrial society and urban centres 
characterized by a diversity of different life styles and  differentiated by sub-communities  
such as  nation,  race, religion and class. Within these different kinds of communities are  
social groups  ranging from organizations,   occupational groups,  ethnic groups,  
families, to the  dyad.   This means that one can isolate  different layers of  culture: 
family,  neighbourhood, occupational, ethnic,   institutional,  national, regional or  global 
culture.  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
43
Shibutani suggests that the different levels of  community can  support  distinct  social 
worlds19.  Each social world  “develops its own universe of discourse; experiences are 
categorized in particular ways; and a special vocabulary develops to refer to such 
meanings.”  Thus social worlds are  characterized by  a selective  history with its own 
cultural axioms, values, vocabulary of motives and a “different prestige ladder and typical 
career lines” (Shibutani, 1986,112). Occupational cultures can constitute a social world.  
Shibutani makes reference to the professions as the best organized  social worlds   
requiring a long training period for admission:  a   sense of pride developed in their 
calling; and professional ethics; and a system of control that upholds their common 
values. (Shibutani, 1986, 113).       
 
Social worlds are  supported by  shared  communication channels. The   development  of  
transportation  such as   air travel and  communications technology  such as  media    and 
currently information technology has led to a proliferation of social worlds. As Shibutani 
notes, these social worlds are linked by channels of communication that can emerge and 
consolidate a culture, a social world.  Thus,   
 
each social world is the product of a distinct set of communication channels, 
and its boundaries are set by neither physical proximity nor formal group 




Social worlds also overlap and one can occupy many social worlds with its different 
roles, expectations, norms, and values. This means enhanced possibilities for   selective 
appropriating of  cultural elements (alternative ways of  thinking and doing things) from 
                                                 
19
 The notion of  social worlds  has affinities with  Bourdieu’s  notion of  “cultural  field”. 
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different  social worlds  providing cultural (and structural) resources for one  to deal with 
changes in life conditions.          
 
Thus,  one can refer  to the social world of  primary school teachers, characterized by a   
selective history, cultural axioms, shared beliefs, values, norms and strategies,   which are   
products of   communication channels.   For teachers, these communication channels are 
territorially based in particular schools but  can also be based  on interests  that  transcend 
territory or membership.  In particular, one may assume that with globalization, 
communication channels have increased  with heightened possibilities for the 
development of teacher culture and the teachers’ social world.  In addition, teachers’ 
participation in many social worlds,  for example,  the world of the mosque,  or  the world 
of the ethnic group suggests that these worlds  may  provide alternative  or supportive  
cultural resources (beliefs, values,   norms, strategies) for the teacher    to  appropriate in 
response  to  changes in life conditions similar to the way Willis lad’s appropriate cultural 
elements  from their working class culture.   
 
In Shibutani’s  formulations,  there is a  proliferation of multiple and diverse social 
worlds in mass society  which do not  appear to have a centre.  He does not clearly 
articulate the larger structural context, including organizations such as the state,  
important in any discussion of Singapore,  that link at least the most significant    social 
world’s or levels of community.  Peter   Hall’s concept of  state with the   metapower  (a  
form of organizational power)   to shape distal situations would give a role to the state to 
shape these communication channels and to link different cultural levels and social 
worlds through specific policy actions.  This is useful and could be integrated with 
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Shibutani’s formulation of culture as social process to include the state as part of this 
process in the formation and transformation of teacher culture.   
 
To sum up, my  discussion has suggested expanding  Shibutani’s view of culture as an 
inter-related network of  beliefs, values, norms, and strategies manifested in acts to 
integrate Bourdieu’s understanding of culture as habitus which includes the  dispositions, 
tastes, desires, needs that are also manifested in bodily reactions and processes as part of 
these  social acts.     
 
So far the discussion has highlighted the aspect of culture as already produced, 
collectively shared institutionalized  systems of signification and meanings and  thereby 
emphasizing sustaining  processes.  This  concept of culture alone would be inadequate as 
this thesis  seeks to examine changes as well as continuity in teacher culture.  We  move 
on to consider  the second  definition  which centralizes social   process and  historical  
transformations.     
 
This  second concept of culture  theoretically locates continuity and change in culture as a 
social process involving the articulation of  collective adaptations to particular 
circumstances faced:   
  
Each group’s culture is the product of collective adaptations made to the 
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The important points to highlight are: 
 
1.   Social groups  each  have culture;   
2.  Cultures are products  of  collective adaptations; and  
3.  These “collective adaptations” are made to  particular circumstances that social  
groups  face. 
 
1.  Social groups each have culture   
  
This statement suggests that any  social group  of any size such as a dyad, religious group, 
school, or  league of nations  at any level of community/society, at the macro (political, 
economic), meso (institutional)  or micro (primary, face to face relations)    can  develop  
and maintain  a culture.  This is related to the symbolic interactionist  view that through 
processes of  living   together,  in daily transactions,  communication   and participation in 
a particular context that culture is  created and recreated and this can occur in any sized 
social group.  
 
2.  Culture  are  the  products of  collective adaptations     
 
By collective adaptations, Shibutani  means the adjustments that individuals or social 
groups engage in  as they adapt to changes in life circumstances which are a social 
constant. These collective adaptations are constructed and maintained by social 
interactions (Shibutani: 1986. 70) in which social groups search for solutions,  engage in  
trial and error: discarding, modifying, or creating new ways of doing things and thinking 
as a response to changes in life conditions.      
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Shibutani’s  formulations note that collective adaptation  an occur in any social group  
within the different societal or cultural levels but  the collective adaptations involve the 
participation of all social groups or individuals connected with the social group.     As he  
notes,  “the organization of  any community is the product of the collective adaptations of 
all organisms in the area.”  
 
Thus he notes that at the societal level, systems of inequality such as social stratification 
are   the  product of   collective adaptations  or  the social interaction   of all groups in 
society.  Elites collectively adapt and reinforce their own interests and through  
interaction (and this is the key point) with dominated groups, perpetuate these privileges 
(Shibutani: 1986, 209-220). Thus, dominant groups take the dominated groups into 
account, presenting their  activities “in terms of noble motives”  (Shibutani: 1986, 202).20   
He also notes that social movements and wars are collective adaptations to problematic 
situations.   
 
As a social group collectively adapts over time to life circumstances, they create a 
specific culture  that have been adequate (successful)  to their needs:   
 
the people in each  group  have learned to cope somewhat successfully with the 
life conditions they have encountered, and they have accumulated the ways of 
doing things that have sufficed in the past. Hence, each group has a distinctive 
culture. Each group  has its own language and symbolic environment. Its  
members perceive their world in a particular  way… (Shibutani: 1986,  67). 
 
 
Shibutani also notes referring to Sumner, the criteria of utility: convenience and reward as  
important in understanding the gradual acceptance and institutionalization   of a cultural 
                                                 
20Affinities with Gramsci’s notion of hegemony may be noted.   
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solution that emerges out of a   social  process  involving trial and error:  discarding, 
modifying, or creating new ways of doing things and thinking as a response to changes in 
life conditions.  As Shibutani notes:     
 
conventional norms are seldom the product of deliberate design and planning; 
most of them arise as collective adaptations. When life conditions change, 
many old procedures no longer work. No matter how drastic the 
transformation, however, life goes on and people must find other   ways to 
meet the problem. At first blundering trial-and-error efforts are made to satisfy 
new needs. Of the numerous solutions attempted,  procedures that seem to 
work well are repeated, and others are forgotten. Thus, utility is the key 
selective factor: expediency and gratification are the most important 
considerations…  Such adjustments then become widely accepted.” (Shibutani: 
1986). 
  
Shibutani goes on to quote Sumner outlining the gamut of actions and social actions that a 
social group facing changes in their  life conditions make resulting in the establishment of 
cultural patterns and institutions:   
 
Whenever people undergo a derangement of their way of life together, they 
become sensitized to one another. They watch each other and go out of their 
way to study solutions that others find satisfactory. Those with similar interests 
learn from one another as they compare experiences, give each other advice 
and correct mistakes…. The patterns that prevail in the end are those that work 
to the satisfaction of most of the people involved. The repetition of successful 
patterns of concerted action leads to their establishment  of  social institutions” 
(Shibutani:1986, 380). 
 
Shibutani  also notes  that  collective adaptations can begin with individuals with  special 
skills taking leadership roles. They emerge and implement new or modified   practices 
and cultural forms (beliefs, values, norms, and strategies) as solutions to a problematic 
situation. If these proved successful and become accepted and  generalized to the 
community, the consequence will be the institutionalization  of    culture elements.   
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Furthermore, Shibutani goes on to  note that once these ways of doing things which 
sufficed or were “successful”  in the past   no longer work, such ways  will either be 
modified,  wither away or replaced by new ways of doing things. This is a central 
assumption  in   the  symbolic interactionist  approach.21   
 
Shibutani articulates two other theoretical points.  Collective adaptations of social groups   
involve a process not devoid of conflict and involves what he calls  “agonistic relations”  
in which groups differ in interests and in power.  Conflict is an integral to the processes of    
collective adaptation  of social groups constructed and maintained in social interaction   at   
different levels of society/culture. Also collective adaptations is processual  - occurring 
over a continuum from historical to immediate time. Thus, the idea of   collective 
adaptations as constructed and maintained through  human  action  over time is  contrary 
to critiques of symbolic interactionist approach as being  ahistorical.      
 
Shibutani’s formulations on social groups collectively adapting, emerging and producing  
culture in response to changes (derangement)  in  life conditions is useful as well as his 
view that collective adaptations are responses to changed life conditions involving the 
participation of all groups in society.  It  directs one to elucidate these  changing life 
conditions that have required adjustment for all members of society including teachers. In 
Singapore, these  changes in  life conditions at the macro level  would refer to 
industrialization and nation-building in which the Singapore state is heavily implicated, 
its policies of nation-building and industrialization  involving the collective adaptation of 
all members of society.   Shibutani  had noted that the state is an   institution to solve 
                                                 
21
 Bourdieu  would not disagree with Shibutani, though he may take issue with the ease to which these past 
cultural patterns can wither away.     
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societal  problems.  I argue that in solving  these problems, the state create changes in life 
conditions of all members of society and require their adaptation. This is, therefore,  an 
important part of the context in which teachers create their teacher culture. Incorporating 
Hall’s work  would theoretically articulate how the state creates through its use of  
metapower  the changes in life conditions of its people, including specifically the  work 
conditions  of teachers.    
 
Furthermore, Shibutani argues that in responding to changes in these life conditions,  
people find ways to deal with the problem, and this adaptation involves social processes  
in which a social group  find  relatively successful  solutions which prove of  utility, are 
expedient and gratifying which are repeated over and over again and  become accepted 
and institutionalized as element of culture. This approach to understanding cultural 
formation is relevant to this study in which  teacher culture is seen to  emerge  and  
become institutionalized by  a similar social process.      
 
Shibutani’s reference to subjective factors of utility, gratification and expediency in 
groups accepting altered or new practices and ways of thinking suggests that  social 
groups can easily  discard and adopt a culture over time as life circumstances change.  
Yet, elsewhere he mentions that cultures will persist even after the needs that  have  given 
rise to them disappear, though this was not conceptualized theoretically.   Bourdieu’s 
notion of  habitus provides such a conceptualization.  The habitus is noted to  develop 
through processes  of embodiment and social conditioning which have  naturalized  the 
dispositions, values, needs, interests that are carried across contexts (fields) and time. 
This is the case since  the  habitus/culture once it is  developed  in an individual  would 
predispose him/her to act to reproduce his/her  dispositions, values, needs, and interests 
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and thereby  accounting for cultural persistence and continuity.  Also, it would account 
for the discomfort faced by individuals when changes in the field or practices requirement 
an adjustment of the habitus.   
 
3. These “collective adaptations” are made in response to particular circumstances 
that social groups face. 
 
The reference by Shibutani  to “particular circumstances faced” added to collective 
adaptations  suggests  that  the emergence,  production, and reproduction of culture is 
conditioned. There are three points to consider. First, the particular circumstances  faced 
may be termed the immediate environment at different levels of society/community  and  
includes three  inter-related  aspects: the symbolic or cultural environment - the 
language, symbols, meaning, rules and regulations, power relations, the technology of 
teaching, state policies, and the educational,  economic  and political system; the  natural 
environment - the climatic conditions, natural resources,  medical conditions such as  
viruses; and the  material   environment, human-made artifacts such as  actual physical 
structures as in the architecture of educational institutions and the physical layout of 
school grounds or the classroom. These environmental conditions are mutually inter-
related and  constitute  the world of objects which people  give meaning to and  constitute 
the life conditions under  which they work and conduct transactions in daily life. 22 
 
                                                 
22
 Shibutani’s concept of  symbolic or cultural environment has affinities with  Bourdieu’s  concept of  
field. 
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Second,  the  particular circumstances/situation do not dictate action/behaviour, as  
humans interpret their circumstances and respond in diverse ways. The notion of the 
definition of situation is relevant here.  As Shibutani,  following W.I. Thomas notes:    
 
…Humans are not passive creatures, who simply respond to the environmental 
stimuli. We are constantly interpreting what we perceive. The way people 
define a situation is reality for them even if others regard them as mistaken and 
scientists could prove that they are wrong.…. In the same way, a professional 
woman who regards her work as a heavy responsibility may perform 
effectively but tire quickly, periodically become despondent, and develop 
ulcers. Since she defines what she does as an obligation, she feels resentful, 
even though she would not  care to pursue any other line of work. Her 
colleague, who defines her work as enjoyable, may not perform any more 
effectively but is less likely to develop psychosomatic disorders. One important 
implication to this simple principle is that people’s  experiences may define the 
identical situation quite differently. (Shibutani: 1986, 11)  
 
Thus, for symbolic interactions, responses to particular circumstance can never be   
uniform23  and how an individual or social group interprets the situation or the meanings 
he constructs to define the situation is important.24 
 
Third, the particular circumstances a social  group faces raises the question of what is the 
nature of the these particular circumstances or situation. The particular  (immediate)  
situation   condenses many  influences including broader historical, structural and agentic 
ones.  This   includes the  role of state  in   creating situations for   other agencies as it 
promotes specific policies. But it would also include the state’s response to an 
international structural context as well as their local situation in the creation of state 
policies to solve the problems facing society at that time. Thus  Hall’s  view of  social 
                                                 
23
 Note Bourdieu’s  emphasis on   individual or collective cultural trajectory  as built up of experiences  
which  are  determinative of  individual and collective  social action/behaviour.  Thus, he  would give less 
weight to  humans interpreting their circumstances or meanings.   
24
 This is noted in Bourdieu in that  an individual or community’s cultural trajectory will mean diverse 
responses. Nevertheless,  he asserts a certain determinism.   
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structures as inter-linkages across space and time and the role of the   state through its use 
of metapower to shape distal situations are relevant to fully analyze the particular 
circumstances faced in the sense that these circumstances faced are structures from past 
collective activity or social interaction, which create conditions and consequences for 
other  agencies, from the Ministry of Education   (MOE),  down to the schools  in which 
teachers work.25 
  
For Shibutani, the  “particular   circumstances” that social  groups face often refers to   
problematic situations.  On  Shibutani’s formulation of problematic situations,  I note   
two considerations of importance to this thesis: his typology of the kinds of problematic 
situations and the theoretical importance of  problematic situations  in     conceptualizing 
the emergence of culture.      
 
In terms of Shibutani’s  typology of the different kinds of problematic situations,  there 
are six  possibilities:   
 
1. emergency or crisis situations such as fire,  earthquake, flood, famine, and  health 
epidemics (for example, Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS));  
 
2. barrier interrupting a transaction.  Barriers  can be  physical, technological or social. 
These include lack of equipment or personnel, a hostile executive blocking the 
implementation of  a particular policy,  or excessive  administrative workload cutting into  
teachers teaching responsibilities leading to teacher stress; 
                                                 
25
 Though there is some difference between Hall and Bourdieu  with Hall placing  more  emphasis on 
meanings.  
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3. attrition such as the  loss of personnel due to  retirement, marriage, or change of 
residence;     
 
4. institutional overload referring to inefficiency or corruption of an 
institution/organization;   
 
5. dilemma posed - a situation  in which there is a  “set of equally unattractive 
alternatives”.   The  fact that choice is possible makes the situation problematic. For 
example, teachers  may be faced with a dilemma  if she  pushes too strongly  for  her 
students to achieve. This  could result in  resistance or stressing the students.    If  she 
does not push the kids to achieve good  results,  the principal may  give her a  lesser 
evaluation. She therefore has to choose between a lesser valuation or  face stressed or 
resistant students, neither choice being attractive as alternatives);  and  
 
6.  ambiguities  such as innovations.  Innovations can be problematic as  people don’t 
know  what to do with the existent practices that  are not harmonized  with the new 
practices.  An example would be the lag in innovations  involved when student-centred 
pedagogies are introduced without  modifying and changing the old exam system.         
  
Shibutani’s typology will  be useful to describe and analyze the problematic  situations 
faced by social groups such as  teachers requiring collective adaptations in which culture 
is created and recreated.  
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Also, he theoretically situates the importance of problematic situations26 in the emergence 
of culture in the following two quotes:     
 
A problematic situation is one that cannot be met with an already existing 
normative framework. Thus any situation becomes problematic when 
previously established norms no longer provide an adequate guide for  
concerted action.”  (Shibutani:   1986).  
 
This requires  action such that: 
 
If the normative framework does not provide an adequate guide for concerted 
action, the people involved in the situation must work together to improvise 
some way of coping with it.  Thus a crisis is a turning point. Previously 
established norms break down, the people realize something unusual must be 
done. A  crisis is a crucible out of which new patterns of concerted action may 




Shibutani’s notes that problematic situations   can apply to members of any sized  social 
group ranging from a  dyad to a nation or larger  community.   However,   for the purpose 
of this thesis, I  focus on the nation as the larger context of this study of teacher culture 
from 1959 to 2006.  In the 1950’s, the people of Singapore  faced a crisis or turning point 
in which previous norms under British rule “no longer provide an adequate guide for 
concerted action”  and  “people in the situation must work together to improvise some 
way of coping with it”.    In  this,  the  Singapore state had a role in  improvising a vision  
of economic development and nation building in the 1950s and continuing to develop  
and modify  this vision as Singapore developed and matured as an industrial society from 
the 1978 to 1996 to today’s post-industrial society. In each if these successive periods, 
                                                 
26
 As   Shibutani notes  “human life takes place in an ever-changing universe and human history is a record 
of a succession of collective adaptations to problematic situations.”(Shibutani, 1986:  520).      
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State intervention changed the life conditions of the people, including teachers working in 
the educational system.     
 
I argue, however,  that Shibutani’s formulations need to be complemented by Hall as 
noted and Bourdieu to fully address the three questions of the thesis. On the first question,  
Shibutani theoretically notes the importance of  problematic situations and changing life 
conditions as  important  in the formation of the culture of a social group. He, however, 
does not  theorize on the cause of these problematic conditions. And, although he notes 
that  the state is important in solving problems, he does not theorize further on this point.   
Also,  he   recognizes the importance  of subjectivity as a factor in cultural change when 
he notes that  utility, expediency and reward  are important considerations in the   
institutionalization of  collectively developed  norms  but   he  does not theorize about the 
subjective processes by which culture becomes  internalized in an individual and once 
internalized can act to reproduce  a culture once it is formed as Bourdieu does in his 
notion of habitus. Thus, incorporating Hall would   highlight the role of the state  as a  
factor in  creating the  changes in life conditions  of  people-nation as it responds to 
problems of economic development and nation-building and therefore an important 
context  and  factor in formation of teacher culture. Incorporating Bourdieu would 
highlight the importance of the habitus as an important factor in the continuity of a 
teacher culture since once an element of  culture (values, norms, beliefs, disposition, 
need, desire, tastes)  has been  inscribed  in the habitus, it predisposes an individual to act 
in a way that reproduces the element of culture, thus creating cultural continuity.     
 
As for the second question on the social  process by which teacher cultural change and 
continuity occurs,  I suggest  that there are two main  inter-related  processes involved in 
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this.   There is one  in which  the state  responds to contingencies it faces and comes up 
with policies. Then via  its power over other state agencies, the state  creates   the 
teachers’ work situation to which they respond and create their culture as a consequence. 
There is another social process in which  teachers respond to the changes  in  state policy 
with actions/interactions such as  resistance  and   accommodation.  In accommodating, 
teachers through trial and error, consulting with others and other means  develop altered 
or new ways of thinking and practices, which if proven of utility,  expedient and 
satisfying become institutionalized as a element in the teachers’ cultural field.  However,  
incorporating Bourdieu to Shibutani’s formulations would bring attention to the process 
which requires a response from an already formed individual habitus which also adjusts  
over time. Thus  teachers action/interaction  may be viewed as processes of social 
conditioning and embodiment that inscribe  the particular  element of culture  in the 
teacher habitus.  
 
As for the third question, with regard  to the  consequences of change and continuity in 
teacher culture, it could be the case that as a consequence teachers  transmit the values  of 
society (or values of the state) but they do so through their own agency.  Also, given the 
central importance of  contingency in human practice to the symbolic interactionist 
approach, that teachers transmit the values of society and thereby culturally reproduce     
society  cannot not be claimed  by  theoretical fiat but only by rigorous empirical work.        
  
Thus, the synthesis of these three theorists may  provide an answer to the conundrum of 
how it is that teachers’ transmit societal values and inequality.  Teachers accomplish  this  
through their action/interaction in response to situations created by State policy that alter 
their work conditions. Teachers in response engage in action/interaction including 
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resistance and compliance involving trial and error, consulting others  and develop new 
and altered ways of thinking which if  proven “successful”, in terms of being useful, 
practical, and satisfying implement  become shared and repeated, and over time, develop 
as  an element of teacher culture in the teachers’ cultural field  and inscribed in the 
habitus.      
   
To conclude, the conceptual framework that informs this thesis on change and continuity 
in the culture of Singapore’s primary school teachers is based on a symbolic interactionist 
core of Shibutani approach to culture which sees it as emerging from problematic 
situations faced by social group, at whatever level of community, thus  recognizing the 
influence of macro factors. The framework also integrates  Hall’s  (also working within 
the symbolic interactionist tradition) approach to the state to highlight its importance in 
creating the conditions in which teachers work through strategies of metapower.  It  also 
integrates Bourdieu notion of habitus to elaborate more on subjective structures and 
processes which contribute to changes and continuity in the culture of a social group and 
also provides a mechanism for explaining  how  teachers  can culturally and socially 
reproduce society through their own agency.    Following is an more detailed summary of 
the conceptual framework of this thesis which  includes the following:   
 
1. Shibutani’s  concept of culture as a product emerged from social processes of 
collective adaptation maintained and developed in social interaction to the  particular 
(immediate) circumstances or  problematic situations  a social group (whatever sized).    
Members of  a  social group  facing a problematic situation act  and interact   with each 
others  to  find and develop solutions in  different, modified,  or   new   ways of doing 
things (procedures) or  thinking.  These  may    prove to be of utility in giving a sense of 
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gratification and expediency and therefore  repeated over and over to become a common 
daily practice of the social group. Eventually this  practice becomes  accepted by  and 
generalized as part of social group’s norm or  culture,  thus leading to the  
institutionalization    to constitute an element of culture in the  teachers’ cultural field.    
 
2. Hall’s  view of  the state as  a “structure  of metapower” in which   metapower is the 
ability to create and control distal conditions and situations (Hall: 1997, 397)  to which 
teachers respond and create teacher culture. These metapower processes involve the     
state is using five strategies at its disposal  to create distal situations. Thus, it  develops   a 
strategic agency like the Ministry of Education (MOE)  with the  delegated metapower to 
create  strategic agencies under its purview, to  set  rules and conventions, structure 
situations,  to culturalize and delegate limited powers to schools (and principals).  
Through these  processes and practices of metapower,  the state  is able to have it  policy 
intentions realized.     Thus, the  state in response to problematic situation it faces creates 
policies that change the work conditions of teachers to which they adapt and in doing so, 
teachers create and recreate their culture.      
 
3. Bourdieu’s concept of culture as habitus which expands Shibutani’s concept of culture. 
Bourdieu expands Shibutani’s concept of culture in two aspects. It provides  an  expanded  
elucidation of  the contents of culture.  For Shibutani its contents   consist of beliefs,  
values,  norms  and strategies, presuppositions, cultural axioms27. The  expanded form 
that I propose includes Bourdieu’s dispositions, needs, desires, and tastes among other 
aspects.  Bourdieu also provides an expanded  understanding of Shibutani’s formulation 
on  how a  culture becomes  institutionalized as  part of the collective conscious and 
                                                 
27
 Also included is the notion of perspectives. 
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unconscious. As noted by Shibutani, this is said to involve mainly cognitive and 
emotional processes in which factors of utility, gratification, expediency  and repetition in 
daily practice lead to the institutionalization or objectification  of culture. The expanded 
form of this conceptual framework would include Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, in which 
the action/interaction also constitute processes of social conditioning and  embodiment  
which inscribe new and altered  aspects of culture  in the mind and body as naturalized 





In Chapter One,  I  noted the change in topic from  the study of the worklife of 
Singapore’s primary school teachers to a study of continuity and change in their culture 
from 1959-2006.   This change was not  problematic as  I used the method of unstructured 
and semi-structured  in-depth interviews  which sought to find out what it is   like to be a  
teacher in Singapore and this was  easily  adapted to my changed topic.  Teachers 
accounts of their worklife  told  about the past and the present  naturally assumed the 
form of   disclosing the  problems that they were facing in their work situation, their 
understanding of its causes and consequences, and gave an understanding of their 
individual cultural trajectories as well as collective cultural trajectories.   
 
In qualitative research, the researcher ideally enters the field  using  her  assumptions,   
experiences  and  knowledge to  develop “theoretical sensitivity”  or “the ability to see 
with analytic depth what is there in the data”  (Strauss & Corbin:1990,76)  while being 
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aware of biases that may  obstruct such sensitivity. My   Canadian work experience in the 
area of education and ethnicity and an academic study of state and social movements 
aided  my analysis since they provided me with comparative experiences and knowledge 
to draw on.  With respect to bias vis-à-vis my topic,  as a newcomer to Singapore in 1997,   
I had little preconceived notions about Singaporean primary   teachers or Singapore’s 
educational  system.  Then,  I  knew little about them and   desired to know more. I was 
aware of the popular stereotypes or image of teachers as disciplinarian, being examination 
results-oriented, uninspiring and lacking in creativity. But  why these images?   
 
Entering the Field  
 
I define “field” in a broad sense as the everyday  world that provides an  understanding of 
my topic of teachers and their culture in the past and present.  It  mainly included   the 
teachers whom I formally interviewed but it also included  informal  conversations   with 
teachers,  parents, friends and service providers.   
 
In  the formalized interviews,   I  ‘negotiated a role” in which I was open about my  
biographical details and purpose of doing the research. Thus I mentioned to teachers that I 
was teaching at the  National University of Singapore (NUS)  and doing research for my 
PhD.  I found the association with NUS had relevance to my informants giving my work 
some legitimacy.  If   appropriate,  I mentioned that I emigrated  from China to Canada in 
my  early childhood years and that I was  educated  there from primary school to 
university. I also mentioned that I  had developed  with a colleague some learning 
materials for teachers to raise their awareness of issues in  “race” and ethno-cultural 
relations and a series  of  distance  learning  high school English curriculum  materials for 
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the Ontario  Ministry of Education as well as taught English as a Second Language 
community classes. Other activities include involvement as a parent volunteer in my 
children’s  primary schools and  Chinese  heritage language school.     As a  newcomer,  I 
was interested in hearing directly from them what it  was like to be a teacher in 
Singapore.   
 
Many were willing to share their experiences  perhaps more so to a fellow educator  from 
somewhere else. In some cases, I shared some educational materials with my informants. 
I found that they were interested in finding out what Canada was like, and it appeared to 
me sometimes they had some interesting misconceptions about education in the “West”  
which  I was glad to discuss with my informants. I  found that    I was changed by the 
interactions with my interviewees even if  they  may or may not   have been changed.    
 
The    Interviewees    
 
I  formally interviewed thirty-seven  teachers from 2000 to 2006. I added more teachers  
through the years  to include  diverse cases in terms  of  years of service,   ethnic/religious 
background and type of school taught. Seventeen of these were    contacts either direct or 
snowballed from introductions by people I met in   community   seminars or workshops,  
such as    those conducted by  the Association of Women for Action and  Research  
(AWARE) or by recommendations of friends. Eight  of these   were  through union 
contacts.  Each of the four teachers unions in Singapore, the Singapore Malay Teachers’ 
Union, Singapore Tamil Teachers’ Union,  the Singapore Chinese Teachers’ Union, and 
the Singapore Teachers’ Union (English) which are divided  by language of instruction,  
in their own way,  provided, as requested  a list   of teachers  by  years of service -  less 
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than five; between five and ten; ten  or more;  twenty or more; thirty or more years of 
service. Thus my data were naturally   differentiable  by   cultural and ethnic differences,  
given that unions were divided by language of instruction.  The  focus on  years of service  
would   provide data  for the   historical dimension of the thesis in terms of continuity and 
changes in teachers culture   since my informants varied from long serving teachers, some 
of whom began their teaching careers in 1959  to new teachers. Teachers interviewed 
were teaching at the time of the interview, although they may have retired during the 
period of the interview.  Please see Appendix II for  Profile of Teachers Interviewed.   
 
The in-depth interviews were initially conducted face-to-face. These  interviews varied in 
length  from  two and a half to three hours although one lasted five hours. These also 
varied  in number of meetings from one to three times. Most of the person-to-person 
interviews were taped, although one preferred otherwise. These interviews   helped in 
developing rapport with informants such that subsequent interviews  provide further 
clarification or  to validate findings could be conducted  by telephone and  were ongoing 
up to the final  stages.  Telephone conversations  varied from fifteen   minutes to two 
hours.     
 
The in-depth interviews were unstructured or semi-structured. Generally I  encouraged  
teachers to talk and in the talking provide me with accounts of their worklife. I produced 
an interview schedule after open coding of the first three teachers interviewed. (see  
Appendix II:  Interview Schedule). This schedule constituted  a flexible guide  only.   It 
was not  rigidly followed given that I  did not want to interrupt the  flow of conversation 
but  integrated my questioning to the topics that they brought up.      
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Analysis   
 
To facilitate analysis, I conducted preliminary  interviews with three  teachers in which I 
asked them what it was like to be a teacher.  This   question  triggered  much talk   about  
problems faced at work, particularly how things were changing in their work situation 
with  changes in state  policy  (this was in  2000). In their  telling,  they were recounting  
their life through the span of their careers  and  making comparisons with the past, 
particularly as these three teachers had been teaching for over 30 years.    Thus, these 
initial interviews  gave me some idea of the historical  periodization  and the  particular  
problems that teachers faced in different time periods from responding to  bilingual policy 
(1966), national schools (1960s), streaming (1979), and the whole gamut of initiatives 
associated with Thinking Schools and Learning Nation which began to be implemented in  
1997.     
 
Following Strauss and Corbin  (1990),  I  analyzed the transcribed interviews of the three 
teachers and subsequently the other teachers,  starting  with Open Coding. This  revealed 
six  categories  of problems that teachers faced:  the  problem of   pace of change;  of 
workload;  of complaining parents; of student achievement and discipline;  of  
management expectations; and  difficult colleagues although the latter two were  not 
commonly reported.   Then I analyzed teachers’  accounts of these   six categories of  
problems using   axial coding in which I  isolated a phenomenon (a problematic situation 
or a  critical  incident),    traced  conditions,  action/interaction,    and consequences of 
this phenomenon  which isolated the element   of culture which emerged as a   product of  
the action/interaction. Such analysis revealed the five core aspects of teacher culture:   
their   qualified openness to  educational  change,   appreciation of   multilingualism,   
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belief in  racial harmony, belief in  meritocracy   and a qualified  acceptance of  
educational  authority.  The story I developed through Selective Coding  is   one in which   
teachers created and recreated the  five elements  of their    culture in response to state 
policy changes in the period from 1959-2006.  In doing so,  teachers created  these  
elements  in the teacher  cultural field and  inscribed and naturalized these element in 
their collective and individual teacher habitus.     
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          










This chapter presents the  historical   background28 to this study. It  covers briefly the pre-
1819 period, the colonial period from 1819-1958, the period of Japanese occupation from 
1942 to 1945  and  the period of the dismantling of British   colonialism from 1946 to 
1958.     
 
The Pre-1819  Period                                         
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             
Pre-1819 accounts of  Singapore  include  Chinese  sources.  One in the third century   
referred to the island as Pu-luo-chung  or  “island at the end of the peninsula.”   Two in 
the fourteenth  century in which one referred  to a mission in 1320 to Long Yamen 
(Dragon’s Tooth Strait) or likely Keppel Harbour for elephants.  The other  relates that   
Wang  Dayuan, a traveller from China, visited in 1330, a place called  Pancur (meaning 
Spring), a Malay settlement with some  Chinese residents. Also,  the  Javanese  
Nagarakretagama, a Javenese epic poem  refers to Singapore as Temasek (Sea Town).   
 
Archaeological records indicate  that in the fourteenth   century, Temasek, as  Singapore 
was then called,  used  to be  a  fortified city and  a trade and  commercial  centre of some 
significance. The Sejarah Melayu (Malay Annals),  a Malay seventeenth century 
                                                 
28
 This chapter   relies  on the work of   Wilson (1978), Doraisamy (1969), Chelliah (1940), Murray (1971),  
and Turnbull (1977) and  documented Internet sources.  
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chronicle notes that in 1299, a  Srivijayan prince, Sri Tri Buana,   on  sighting what he 
thought was a lion  gave  the name   Singapura (Lion City)  to the island  and established 
it as a trading post of the Srivijayan empire.       
 
During the fourteenth,  Singapura was at various times attacked by the Javanese 
Majapahit Empire expanding from the south and the emerging Thai kingdom of 
Ayutthaya to the north. The Malay  Annals also tell that by  the  end of  the fourteenth 
century, Parameswara, a Prince of Palembang (Wilson: 1978, 2) who in 1388 fled 
Sumatra from the Javanese Majapahit empire sought refuge in Singapura, then killed and 
replaced its ruler, probably a  vassal of Siam. The  Siam (Thai)  forces  attacked  in 
revenge and destroyed Singapore which remain uninhabited for more than 400 years 
(Wilson, 1978).  Parameswara  fled to Malacca, converted to Islam and went on to   
develop the Malaka  Sultanate,  whose region of influence included  Singapore as part of 
the Johore Sultanate. 
  
The arrival of Europeans in search of the spice trade drew the  Southeast region into the 
network of  the capitalist  world system. The Portuguese  arrived in 1509,  then the 
English and Dutch after Spain annexed Portugal in 1586. By the seventeenth century, the 
Dutch had assumed dominance in this region taking over Malacca and most of the region.  
During the  Napoleonic War from 1802 to 1815  with France,  the English allied with the 
Dutch took  over Malacca and other Dutch possessions to avoid French takeover.  
 
It was in this regional context of  imperialist competition and rivalries among local and 
regional rulers that Raffle’s, an employee of the British East India Company     “founded”  
Singapore by a   treaty  with   the  Temenggong  (senior Malay chief) and  Sultan Hussein 
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of Johore.   Raffles’  aim  to  “prevent Dutch re-establishment of Dutch monopoly of 
trade in the archipelago”  and  to safeguard the route to China  (Wilson: 1978, 4) was 
supported by Lord Hastings, Governor-General of Bengal and British merchant groups.       
 
 
1819-1941: The Colonial Period  
 
Singapore’s “founding” created a problem for the British as the  Dutch  also claimed 
suzerainty over the area, supporting the rival claim of Sultan Hussein’s younger brother.  
The  rival claims were subsequently settled  in 1824  with the Anglo-Dutch Treaty in 
which the English  agreed to confine their influence to the north of the Straits  of Malacca 
including Singapore, Malacca and Penang. The Dutch agreed to confine their influence to 
the south  and ceded  their bases in Malaysia (including Malacca)  and accepted 
Singapore as a British possession.  After this, the British  signed a  treaty   with the 
Temenggong and King Hussein to finally cede Singapore in perpetuity in return for a 
monetary sum and pensions. These actions  placed Singapore under British  hegemony.         
   
In   the early  period,  Singapore was   ruled by the East India Company (EIC)  which     
constituted  a hierarchical network extending from the Office of the Court of Directors  of 
the EIC  in England  to  its colonies in India  and  Southeast Asia.  Ultimately, the EIC 
was responsible to the British Parliament through a charter granted in  the  1600s. 
 
Under the EIC  administration, Singapore evolved different forms of  dependent   
governance  first  with Colonel Farquhar, first Resident and Commandant of Singapore  
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under  Raffles as Lieutenant-Governor of Bencoolen and  later under various Indian 
administrations. These include in  1824, administration by the Presidency of Bengal; in 
1826, by the Presidency of India when Singapore was combined with Malacca and 
Penang and several other islands as part of the Straits Settlements with government 
headquarters in Penang; and  in 1830 by the  Presidency in Bengal  (Wilson, 1978, 18).      
In 1832, Singapore became the centre of the government of the Straits Settlements and    
in 1851 came under  the administration of the Governor-General of India. Wilson (1978, 
18)  suggest that in this period, colonial bureaucrats in India shaped policy in Singapore.   
 
In  1858,  when  the EIC was abolished, the Straits Settlements came directly  the under 
control of the   India Office in Calcutta.  Thus   Singapore  remained  under  the  direct 
jurisdiction of India with colonial bureaucrats continuing to hold delegated   power to 
shape policies in Singapore. However, in 1867, partly through the   collective agitation  of  
Chinese and European merchants  unhappy with Indian control (Wilson: 1978, 19),  
Singapore  became a Crown Colony  with an Executive Council of senior officials and a 
Legislative Council of official and unofficial  members appointed by the Governor.  This  
political configuration  in which  the British  maintained  political   control  was modified   
little  up to 1941.     
 
Since its  inception in 1819,  Singapore’s free trade and free immigration attracted   trade 
and commerce from the surrounding region - Malacca, Penang, Riau Islands,  and  South 
Sumatra and  later  from Siam, Cambodia, and Cochin-China as well as European 
shipping from India  (Tremewan: 1994, 6).  Subsequently, technological and political 
developments further enhanced trade activity. The technological developments included  
the introduction of  international cable/telegraphic services   in 1868;  the  opening of 
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Suez canal in 1869; and the  use of the  international postal service in 1874.  The latter 
included   the   British securing of  Hong Kong as a colony  and  commercial centre in the 
East in 1842 (after the Boxer Rebellion)  and British     control of Malaya beginning with 
the 1874 Treaty of Pangkor followed by    agreements with  the other Malay states which  
brought  social order  to the  conflict among Chinese migrants labourers and local Malays 
and rival Malay elites.   Consequently Singapore developed as a centre for the promotion, 
finance and  organization  of tin mining  activity  which   included  the export and  
refining of tin. It  was  a  gathering place for  labour  including indentured labour 
(Murray: 1978, 40)   en route to  Malaysia.  Tin  was subsequently  replaced  by  rubber,  
introduced by the British in the  late nineteenth  century,   in high  demand  from  
automobile  industries abroad. Thus, during the late nineteenth and early part of the 
twentieth century, Singapore experienced unprecedented prosperity and trade expanded 
eightfold between 1873 and 1913  (Tremewan: 1994, 8).       
 
During World War I  from  1914 to  1918,  Singapore’s entrepot   economy  did well  
given the  demand generated by war.  By  war’s end,  the economy had slowed down,  but 
by  mid-1920’s it  improved  as  rubber and tin prices increased and a British    navel base 
was developed in Singapore’s north. In 1928, the British curtailed immigration and again 
in the early 1930s during a time of  economic  depression  attributed to the  
overproduction of tin and rubber.  By  the mid-1930s, immigration  peaked  and abruptly 
ended in 1941 with Japanese Occupation.    
 
Demographically, Singapore’s population  increased  in  1819 from a little over 100  at 
the time of Raffles arrival  to  over  5000 within  four months  by  Raffle’s accounting.  
Thereafter migration raised the population as indicated in various census: in  1824  to   
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almost 11,000; in  1830  to almost 17,000;  by 1840  to  over  35,000;  in  1867  to  almost 
100,000; by the turn of the twentieth century  to 220,000;  in 1921 to 426,000;   and by 
1941 to nearly one million.  As noted by Wilson  (1978: 118),  this growth of population  
from the nineteenth to the first twenty years of the twentieth century was largely due to 
migration.                       
 
As for the ethnic composition of the population,  at the time of Raffles’ arrival, the  over 
100 Malays led by the chief  of Johore, who had  arrived to the region in 1811,    included 
a few  Orang Laut (sea gypsies) and  a few Chinese cultivating  pepper and gambier  
(Wilson: 1978, 5).  Malays outnumbered  the other ethnic groups. By 1840,  the Chinese 
constituted the majority, its numbers augmented by deteriorating   conditions in China 
such as dislocations brought about by the Taiping Rebellion (1848-1865), insufficiency of 
land and high taxes. By the turn of the century, immigration had developed an  ethnic 
structure of  72% Chinese  (164,041),  15.8%  Malays (35,988), and 7.8% Indians 
(17,047)  (Wilson: 1978, 7).  This relative proportion  remained  almost constant  in  1921  
with Chinese at 74.5%; Malay at  11.4%; and  Indian at  7.6%.   This ethnic composition  
continues in essence to the present.     
 
Singapore  was  from its very beginnings diverse in language, religion and culture.    
Aside from the categories of  Malay, Indian, and  Chinese there were less numerous 
groups such as Arabs, Eurasians and Europeans, each group being very diverse within 
itself.    
 
Malays who settled in Singapore  shared a common language with some regional 
variations and a common religion, most Malays following the doctrinally more orthodox  
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Shafi’i sect (Wilson: 1978, 9).  However, they were divided by place of origin -  from the 
Malay  peninsula or islands in the Malay archipelago such as   Sumatra,  Java,  Bali and 
Sulawesi.   
 
The Chinese were divided by place of origin with the Straits-born  Babas from   Malacca  
and the China-born   from  Kwangtung and Fukien, two southeast   provinces of China. 
This latter group, though  sharing a common culture,  differed by dialect, some mutually 
incomprehensible   (Murray: 1971, 45).  The  Hokkiens from Amoy and  surroundings in 
southern Fukien were the largest in number followed by  the  Hakkas (Khehs) of Northern 
Kwangtung.  Other dialect groups included the  Cantonese from Southern Kwangtung;  
Teochews from the Swatow area of eastern Kwangtung; Hailams from Hainan island; 
Kwongsais from central Kwangsi;   Hokchius from the  Foochow region of Fukien;  and 
the Hokchias from coastal mid-Fukien (Wilson: 1978, 8).  These dialect groups were 
further organized by ties of  clan  (surname)  and village  (Wilson: 1978, 8). 
 
As for the Indians, most  arrived from  south India and spoke  Tamil but  there were  a 
significant number speaking Malayalam,  Punjabi  or Bengali.  In terms of religious 
affiliation,  the Hindus constituted  the largest group,  followed by  Muslims,  and  a 
minority  of Christians, Sikhs, and Parsees (Zoroastrians). Although Muslim Indians 
shared the same faith with Malays, most followed the less orthodox Hanafi sect   (Wilson: 
1978, 9).   
 
The  class structure that emerged in this period  suggests  an  ethnic division of labour  
although it was  not as closed as noted by Furnival   (Wilson: 1978, 17).   The    British 
occupied the topmost  positions of the higher civil service;  the Eurasians,  Straits-born  
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Chinese (including the Babas from Malacca), and Indians occupied  a range of   lower-
level  positions in the civil service and commercial houses.   The  Chinese  in the  early  
period  worked   in  agriculture, in clove, nutmeg, sugar  or gambier  estates owned by 
them or by the British. When gambier  production depleted the forests, they   moved to 
market gardening and  urban occupations in the growing settlement.  As for the  
immigrants from China, they moved into occupations  not restricted by the British   such 
as  artisan, street vendor,  manual labourer, and merchant. Wilson suggests that there 
emerged two distinct classes in the Chinese community, workers and merchants, with 
money as the single  indicator of success (Wilson: 1978, 14). 
 
During this  period,  Indians were found in a  variety of occupations.  In the   early period,  
the  small number of   Indian  immigrants included  merchants;  labourers in  sugar and 
nutmeg estates and   harbour workers,  some of  whom were convicts  from different parts 
of  India who stayed  after their release and worked as labourers. There were also 
English-speaking clerical workers (mostly from the Bengal and Madras Presidencies) in 
government administration and large trading companies. Increased   settlement in this 
early period, generating demand for services led to more Indian migration of  South  
Indian Chettiar and Muslim Tamil traders,  financiers, money-changing, small 
shopkeepers and boatmen, followed by Sindhi, Gujerati, and Sikh cloth merchants  
(Wilson: 1978, 11).  Subsequent  developments of  port and harbour, road construction, 
and later the railway brought Tamil, Telugu, and Malayali  workers.  In the early part  of 
the twentieth  century many Indians were  involved in  the  railway  sector:  Tamils from 
Ceylon were administrators and maintenance workers for the railway, and  the Punjabis – 
Sikhs, Muslims, and Hindus,  worked as railway police (Wilson: 1978, 11). Indians, like 
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the Chinese were sojourners – sending regular remittances to support relatives in the 
home country.      
                                                                                                                                                                                                            
The Malays in this period were  involved in  agriculture and fishing but the majority   
lived within the settlement and the urban area (Wilson: 1978, 12). By 1931, more 
Singapore Malays were in urban occupations associated with transport and 
communication.    
 
The Malays were  the most settled compared to the Chinese and Indians. In  1931,  73.4% 
of Malays were born in Singapore compared with 36% of the  Chinese and 18% from 
India.     
 
To summarize, between 1819 – 1941, British control developed Singapore,   integrating it 
into the world capitalist economy and consolidating a distinctive ethnic/class   structure.  
The  dominant group holding power were top government administrators mostly British 
and later Eurasians, who ruled  with the merchant class   (British, Chinese and Indian).  
Other classes included laborers in the tin and rubber and  supporting occupations such as  
teachers and clergy.  It is important to note that this colonial period  crystallized  a 
particular class/ethnic groups (English, Chinese, and Indian) with ties to their  respective  
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Singapore’s Primary Education System: 1819-1941 
 
It is within the aforementioned context of British hegemony,  entrepot economy, a   
developing regional and  world  economy, and a  specific  configuration of   ethnic and 
class forces that the  colonial state  developed  a particular form of primary education in 
the colonial period.    
 
In the early period from 1819 to 1867,  the colonial state followed a policy of    support of  
private education initiatives and  some  support  (financial or the  provision of a building 
site) to mission  schools, free schools,  and   Malay  schools.  However, it followed a  
laissez-faire  policy with respect to the Chinese and Tamil communities   to develop  their 
own schools.     
 
The aforementioned  policy has been noted to reflect the disinterest of a transient  
immigrant  population  in education and  the  nature of  an entrepot economy  but  was 
also reflected by   EIC policy   in India with  implications for Singapore (Doraisamy, 
1969).  As EIC  educational policy evolved in India,   the approach of  the  Clapham 
group  achieved  dominance  in   1835  and   resolved  the debate about  vernacular and 
English education in India which began in 1813 in favour of English education.        Also, 
the support of  private initiative  in promoting English  education  since 1815  in India by 
Governor Hastings was  further enhanced when political revolution in Britain, from  1830 
to  1832,  led to further liberalization of  the India Act of 1833 which ended EIC’s   
monopoly on trade. This liberalization allowed  British subjects admission to India  
without  EIC’s  imposition  of a license,  opening  the way for  missionaries to further    
their activities in Singapore also. Furthermore, EIC policy which supported Malay 
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vernacular education on  the grounds of Malay indigenousness was not extended to the   
Chinese and Tamil population. Thus colonial educational policy in this period supported  
private initiative with  minimal  government  support for  mission and   Malay vernacular 
schools  but  none to Chinese and Tamil schools. 
 
The 1867 to  1941  period   may be considered the period of expansion of education  in 
Singapore  (Doraisamy: 1969).  With regard to English education,  the colonial state  
moved  progressively   to control  English  education  after a  series of successive   Royal 
Commissions beginning with the Wooley Commission  which decried the state of 
education in the colony. From its recommendations, the  Department of Education was 
created in 1870 and  a  system of administration to fund, inspect  and  improve standards 
and efficiency for government and government-aided schools was to be implemented.   In 
this period,  mission schools continued to be supported  based on the recommendations of 
the  Lemon Committee  in  1918.   
 
During this period,  the  colonial state developed government schools involving itself 
directly in the  administration of  Malay schools  in 1871  and   English schools   in   
1902. 
 
The colonial state continued the laissez-faire  policy  vis-à-vis the Indian and Chinese 
schools.  However,  this policy was changed in  1920  when political  activism of Chinese 
students and the Chinese  community  to events in China led  the colonial state  to  issue  
a series of  controls.  These  were instituted despite strong  resistance   from  the  Chinese 
schools,  including teachers  (Wilson: 1978).    
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Towards the end of this period of colonial rule in 1941, the educational system consisted 
of English  government-aided mostly mission schools,  government schools mostly Malay 
vernacular schools, and private schools. The latter consisted of    Chinese  schools set up  
by the Chinese, Tamil private schools set up by missions or the Indian community (Wan: 
1979,6).  At this time, the majority of schools were private Chinese schools.   
 
Therefore, in this long period of colonial rule, English education developed its form of  
private (mission) or government-aided mission and secular government schools.  Chinese 
education assumed the form of China-based schools supported by clan, dialect,  or 
wealthy individuals.  Malay education was in the form of primary vernacular education 
with provision for bright students to move to English schools after Standard Four. As for 
Tamil education, it assumed the form of privately run or community supported India-
based education. These linguistically separate schools  had control of their own 
curriculum, usually developed in the home country and hired their own teachers,  many 
from abroad.   
 
I go on to discus the  separate development of the different language streams in 
educational system.   
 
 
The Development of   English Education and   English  Schools: 1819-1941 
 
The  colonial state  began with  the  early support of mission and free schools 
(government-aided schools)  to include branch schools directly managed by the 
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government  by   the late nineteenth  century. I discuss the mission schools, free schools  
and the branch schools which later   became government schools.        
                                                                                                                                                                                    
(a) Mission schools      
  
Mission schools in Singapore were started by various missionary societies. They included 
the  London Missionary Society; the  American  Board of Commissioners of Foreign 
missions;  the  Catholic  mission’s Society of Missions Etrangers and the Portuguese 
Mission; and   the   Anglican  and Methodist missions.  These schools   were  open to all 
races and creeds  and   “it   was through this type of school  that the various Christian 
missionaries were able to contact almost every racial group in the Straits Settlements” 
(Wong and Gwee: 1980, 4).    
 
The London Missionary Society started a number of small gender-specific   vernacular  
English schools with  Bible instruction.  In1822,  Rev. and Mrs. Thompson started a  
school  for  six  boys and  another for  six girls  in  Malay and English.  In  1829,  the 
Society ran  three dialect schools:  two  Cantonese and one Hokkien   with   attendance 
ranging from 8 to 22 boys. They also ran  an  English school of   48 boys   (Doraisamy, 
1968).   Fees of   between four and fifteen dollars  a month were charged.   In 1842,  
Reverend   and Mrs. Dyer   (Yuen: 1980/1981, 3)   started  St.  Margaret’s school, the 
oldest girl’s school in Singapore. The school  was   divided into a  Chinese girls’ day 
school  and  a boarding school.  In   1843,  Peasberry started  a Malay  boys’  school 
teaching the operation of printing and lithography presses under an apprenticeship 
system.    
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 The  American  Board of Commissioners of Foreign Missions  funded and started,   in 
1834,  in the town’s centre, a Chinese Free school attended by forty boys, aged  between 
ten to fourteen years  old:  five   or six  of them were Malay or Bugis children.  
(Doraisamy: 1969, 18).  The grand plans of this mission for building a Christian colony in 
Singapore and other parts of the  Straits Settlements were rejected by  the   EIC.  
 
As the purpose of these two societies, The London Missionary Society and the American 
Board of Commissioners of Foreign Missions were  to proselytize in China, most of the 
schools  were  closed  when the  mission field  in China opened up  after the   Boxer 
Rebellion.   The  London Missionary Society’s,  St. Margaret’s School,   the only one left, 
changed hands several times, supported by the Society for Promotion of Female 
Education in 1843. This was subsequently taken over by  the Anglican mission,  the 
Church of England’s  Zenana Missionary Society.      
 
The  Catholic  mission’s  Society of Missions Etrangers’ (French Society of Foreign 
Mission)  stay was more  permanent given its differing goal to develop the Catholic 
community in Singapore.  Its  concern began with a  visit in 1821 by Father Imbert who 
reported on  the difficult conditions of the ten to twelve  Catholics in Singapore.   In 1832, 
with a grant of land, the Catholic community built a small chapel.   Reverend    Beural,  
who took over the parish in 1839,  brought  in  the    De La Salle/Christian Brothers,  one 
French and  the other  two  Irish. They  started in 1852,  a  school for boys  in  the old 
chapel.  This school,  the origins of today’s  St. Joseph’s School, was in the   beginning 
supported by  annual grants from  the  French government but by 1863  it  had become an 
aided school charging school fees. Subsequently, other schools such  as St. Patrick’s was 
opened.  
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Father Beural also supported  girl’s education, bringing  the  Sisters of the Charitable 
Institution of the Holy Infant Jesus to Singapore to administer to the needs of     “females 
of all classes and conditions in the island including a school for respectable ladies, an 
orphanage and an asylum for destitute widows, the whole to be under the care of Sisters 
of Charity”.  Thus was born the first CHIJ girls’ schools. By 1862,   the  convent  school  
had a hundred and forty-five   girls in the upper and lower streams, eighty-two of these 
girls were  entirely  dependent  on the sisters. It was mainly attended by European and 
Eurasian girls (Doraisamy: 1969,  23). The convent was able to sustain itself  through  the  
sale of  pupils’  needlework and  French goods. It became a government-aided school in 
1881. With government aid and private (community) funding, it  made various 
infrastructural additions to the school.   
 
Although there were other Catholic orders,  the Catholic Portuguese Mission in Singapore 
which was established by Father Maia from Macao in 1825 may be mentioned.  By 1851, 
the mission built  a  Church of St. Jose in Victoria Street, and in 1879 St. Anna’s School.  
In 1893,  the  Sisters of the Society of the Canossian Nuns in Italy assumed control of the 
girl’s section  of the school, naming it  St. Anthony’s Day School with the original as St. 
Anthony’s Boys’ School. Both schools  are  important educational institutions in 
Singapore today.     
 
The American-based,  American Methodist Mission in Singapore since 1885  followed  
the  path of  missions already mentioned. Led by Reverend Oldham, it   opened  with 
local Chinese assistance, the Anglo- Chinese school in 1885,  a  Chinese Mission school 
with  English as the medium of instruction.  In  1888, it opened the Anglo-Tamil Girls’ 
School  (which later became the Methodist Girls School). In 1889, it established the 
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Fairfield Methodist Girls’  (Yuen: 1980/81, 21). By 1915, the mission owned and  
operated  five day schools and two boarding schools.   
 
The Church of England opened  some schools, an  important one  being   St. Andrew’s  
School,  established in 1862 by Reverend  Venn of the St. Andrew’s Church Mission.     
Student  attendance was compulsory  and  the  curriculum included Bible instruction for 
an hour every day.   St. Andrew’s  has developed  into an efficient school with an   
established  tradition.   In  contrast to the practice of mission schools at that time,  St. 
Andrew’s School used  English  as the  medium of instruction.   Also, in  the 1830’s,   
individual chaplains of the  Anglican  church opened Free Schools in Singapore and in 
Penang which will be discussed later.   
 
The mission schools were initially financed by their  missions, subsequently receiving aid  
from the colonial state  as in the  examples mentioned above.  Although  some  began 
teaching in the  language of the  vernacular, these schools  evolved very quickly to  
provide English instruction.  Although the  state may have made teaching English a 
condition for funding, it is the case that the characteristics of the population and   demand 
for English education moved,  for example, the  Christian Brothers (who were French in 
origin)  to offer  English  instruction from the very beginning.  Also, colonial state 
funding encouraged the separation of evangelical and school functions. The mission 
schools adapted to the characteristics of the population and evolved into   schools which 
although provide a religious environment,  did not  proselytize, at least openly.  Thus 
many of the schools came  to excel in achievement. Some developed full schools 
(primary and secondary),  with teacher training components. In any case, mission schools 
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during this period were numerous given their support by the colonial state.  Before the 
first world war,  for example,  “over  75% of  the boys attending English schools in  
Malaya and Singapore were found in the Christian missions  (Yuen: 1980/81, 1).   As 
recorded by  Winstedt:   
 
out of 82 English schools, 20 are government and 62 aided with enrolment of  
6248 and 21823 respectively.  Mission schools provide useful element of 
competition and rivalry in Singapore’s educational system and also furnish  
valuable religious and ethical teaching to various sections of the community.    
 
 
(b) From Free Schools to Government Schools   
 
As mentioned,  Free Schools began as an  Anglican initiative although they were  open to 
all faiths. In Singapore, Reverend  Darragh, concerned about the neglect of children’s 
education,  proposed  establishing elementary schools in different areas of Singapore 
under local masters and a central school for Europeans.  In  1834,  with financial support 
from the wealthy elite and  government provision of a  used building,     the  Singapore 
Free School (also called Protestant Free School) was started. This school was “free” in 
that  entry was not restricted by creed or race although it  charged a school  fee as a  
condition of government aid  and used  the Bible as a class book. Also, the Singapore 
School Society, a school association or society to organize subscribers/supporters to the 
Free School was formed to “assist in establishing elementary schools  under direction of 
the chaplain of Singapore” (Doraisamy: 1969).  At the  time of the Society’s organization 
in  1834,  the Free School  had an enrolment of seventy-four pupils in    English and 
vernacular classes:  thirty-two in English class, eighteen  in Tamil class, twelve  in Malay 
class and  twelve in Chinese class.   
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In response to the activities of the Singapore School Society, a group led by Alexandre  
Guthrie, a wealthy merchant, organized to revive Raffle’s dormant Singapore Institution.  
The group was opposed to some aspects of the Singapore Free school  such as education 
as charity to the poor and the dominance by one religion. It  supported secular education 
and English as the medium of instruction as per   Maccaulay’s minutes in 1835.   Thus,  
its  Trustees supported  secular schools with a   Board composed of patrons from the 
government bureaucracy, the Governor, Recorder  and Resident Councillor.  In 
subsequent developments,  the  Singapore  Free School, in 1837, occupied the completed 
Singapore Institution and came under the control of  its Trustees, and later  was  renamed  
the Singapore Institution Free School.  It  continued to have vernacular schools  but  by 
1841 the  Chinese dialect (Teochew and Cantonese)    streams and in 1842 the Malay 
stream were phased out  due  to resistance to receiving foreign instruction 
(Doraisamy:1969, 22).   
 
In 1844, the Trustees  of  Singapore  Institution Free School  moved to develop  female 
education supporting  a girls’ school, the present day Raffles Girls’ school. It then   
included a day school and a boarding school for girls of all class backgrounds. The focus 
was on moral and religious over  general education.  Until 1854, there were more 
boarders than day students in Raffle’s Girls school but after that time the number of day 
students increased. Population remained small, less than 100 in the first 3 decades;    it 
became a government school in 1903 and continues to exist today. 
 
The  Singapore  Institution Free School was  renamed in 1856 as the Singapore 
Institution, and in 1868 as Raffles Institution. During the late nineteenth century,  Raffles 
Institution continued as a primary school facility.  In its  English classes,  the following 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
84
subjects were taught: English, arithmetic, book-keeping, history, chronology, Natural 
History and Philosophy, Geometry, Mensuration, Trigonometry, the Use of Globes, 
Writing and Drawing (Doraisamy: 1969,  22).    
 
(c)   Branch Schools   
 
In 1884, the colonial state  created government schools in the form of  branch schools   in 
various parts of Singapore to feed  into Raffles Institution which was to be  developed  
into a  secondary school facility at a time when there were no secondary schools. They 
were not considered successful since the completion  rate of students was low and few  
continued their education in Raffles Institution  because of  the demand for low level  
clerks with knowledge of English.  Some of these feeder  branch  schools include  the 
Cross Street Preparatory School, the Victory Bridge School and the Kampong Glam 
Preparatory School giving instruction up to Standard Three or Four  (Doraisamy: 1969, 
37).   Though originally providing learning of elementary school English through the   
medium of  one’s  own language,  by 1900, the  vernaculars as medium of instruction   
were discarded in all standards with  the  introduction of the direct method of teaching 
English. By 1902, the government English primary schools built were “purely” English 
schools without any use of  the  vernacular languages.  Raffles  Institution itself had 
become a government school  in 1902 and Raffles Girls School in 1903,  with its 
management taken over by the government. The  branch schools  also   became 
government schools.      
 
There were other  English schools that were not Christian and started by  private  
individual initiative.  In 1885, Mr. Cheang Hong Lim  started a school open to boy of all 
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ages and creeds for instruction in English but  closed by century’s end.  In 1893,   Gang 
Eng Seng School also founded by a  Chinese  philanthropist  (dissatisfied with the move 
from Chinese to English  education)   followed  a  bilingual curriculum with   English 
teaching,  later became a  government-aided  English school in 1988, and an English 
government school  in  1939.   In  1899, the Singapore Chinese Girls’ school   started by 
Chinese merchants provided English secular education for Chinese girls which in 1900   
became a  government-aided  school  and continues today.      
 
This description of  the emergence and development of  English education in the    form 
of mission  schools and   free schools which developed into government schools   needs 
to be placed in context of the  efforts of the colonial state to control and centralize them.  
Before  1854,  the colonial state did not  specify any  criteria for state funding;  thereafter 
it mandated that  funding was conditional on inspection and  charge of a  fee.  Although 
there were different funding arrangements,  these were mainly based on individual passes 
on exams,  the  number of students or  efficiency of schools. To support achievement, the 
colonial state, through the Chaplain and Superintendent, in 1863  bestowed  awards to  
students in the colony  who excelled   in competitive exams.      
 
In 1870, a position of Director of Education  was created for Malaya and the Straits 
Settlements. This was followed  in 1872 by the appointment of    A.M. Skinner as   the  
Inspector of Schools for the Straits Settlements  in charge of the newly created 
Department of Education.   Subsequently, Skinner organized  the English   schools  into   
six standards  (a  seventh standard was  included in 1891), specifying the  subject 
requirements of each standard and dividing them into essential or non-essential subjects.  
The Cambridge local exams were introduced in 1891  for students to take the Seventh   
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Standard  external examinations.  Also, the    Queen’s scholarships29  were introduced in 
1885 to allow primary  level  boys to complete their  studies in England (Doraisamy: 
1969, 36).      
 
The state did  not  intervene in the area of teacher training since the Issemonger   
Commission in 1869  had  suggested  that the monitorial  system (first used  in the  free 
schools)   in which   experienced teachers guided assistants  in  what and how to teach 
assigned groups of pupils,  was adequate.  Later the pupil-teacher system,  in which 
assistants were also students,  was introduced in 1864.  In 1906, normal classes  for  
female  and male teachers  in teacher training  were provided   at Raffles Institution. 
 
Thus, by  1941,  the  English schools  were private, government-aided, or government 
schools.  These included the private,  government-aided  (mission or non-mission) and 
government branch schools.  Interestingly, by 1941, there were  more private English than 
government or government aided  English schools (Doraisamy, 1969; Wilson, 1978).     
 
The consequence of English-language instruction in government-aided (mission or non-
mission)  schools,  government  schools and  some  private  schools  was the development 
of  a social group consisting of different racial backgrounds whose subjectivities were  
shaped by Christian influences,  attitudes, values,  beliefs  and culture. For many, these  




                                                 
29As  Doraisamy notes (1969: 43), with regard to the 1867-1941 period,  “scholarship provision,  
  generous for the outstanding, was practically non-existent for the less able.” 
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The Development of  Chinese Education and  Chinese  Schools: 1819-1941 
 
As mentioned, the colonial state’s policy towards Chinese schools was laissez-faire, 
allowing  wealthy individuals,  dialect and clan groups  to develop their own schools until 
1920.  The   early  Chinese  schools/classes were short-lived.   The  earliest record of 
Chinese schools were those  set up by  the London Missionary Society. The Chinese 
classes in the  Singapore  Free  School  were  phased out.  The existence of another 
Chinese Free School (Chui Eng Si E)  “built and endowed by Ch’en Chin-sheng in Amoy 
Street in 1854”  (Doraisamy:1969)  may also be mentioned. 
 
Though Chinese mission schools were few in number, the earliest record refers to a    
Roman Catholic  one established in 1872 (Tao-nan hsueh-t’ang), which  later   became   
the Holy Innocents’ Boys School in Upper Serangoon Road  with an affiliate school in 
Bukit Timah.  It was the only  Chinese school receiving government aid in 1898.   There 
was also a clan school, the  Yu-Lan shu-shih which was established in Magazine Road 
(later to become the Pao-ch’e hsueh-hsiao).   
 
The  most numerous  Chinese schools  were  the private Chinese schools supported by 
wealthy individuals, clan  or  dialect groups. Up to 1900, these schools were the   
traditional type.   Curricular content  was  based on the Confucian classics, The  Book of 
Filial Piety,   The  Four Books and The  Five Classics  which emphasized  virtues such as 
propriety, righteousness, loyalty, and filial piety.  Also,  use of  the abacus was taught.  
Dialects  were used as the  media of instruction. Pedagogy  mostly relied on  rote-learning 
of Chinese characters and discipline tended to be punitive with use of the rod.   Teachers 
from China were generally not too dedicated. They had low morale, were untrained, and  
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often  were  “unsuccessful  examination candidates,”  “quacks and fortune tellers who 
looked on teaching as a means of livelihood” (Wong and Gwee: 1980, 3).     
 
Mention may also be made of the  school founded by Gan Eng Seng in 1893 to provide 
bilingual education in English and Chinese  in response  to competition from English 
schools and Chinese parents sending their  children to English schools. This school, 
however,  became purely an English school  in  1939. 
      
In 1900-1919,  Chinese schools  increased rapidly (Wong and Gwee: 1980, 3)   and  a   
new type of Chinese school emerged following developments in China. Movements for  
reform  led  by  K’ang Yi Wei  and revolution  led by Sun Yat Sen in China   spread 
overseas in a drive to  mobilize support of the Chinese   community to their cause, which 
included the modernization of   schools. In this  context, the Qing government  sent 
officials ostensibly to support overseas Chinese schools  but to also   inspect and report on 
revolutionary and reformist movements leading to conflicts within schools over  differing  
political  allegiances  (Doraisamy:  1969,  85).  Similar   activities to support  schools 
continued with the Kuomintang (Chinese Nationalist Party) government  from 1911 but, 
by 1937, these were curtailed with the Japanese invasion of China, and later by civil war 
between the  KMT and the Communist Party of China (CPC).    
 
The new type of school from 1900 was based on the “National Language” or colloquial 
Mandarin (putonghua) as the medium  of instruction. Curriculum, following  China,  
included  subjects such as ethics, language, arithmetic, history, geography, science,  
drawing,  singing, and  military and uniformed drill with the singing of patriotic songs 
(Doraisamy: 1969, 85).  Some schools later included subjects such as  commerce and 
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handwork. English was notably  included after 1911 in higher primary school   
(Doraisamy: 1969, 85).   Before   1911, schools  taught   reverence for the  emperor;   
after 1911,  love of country (China). Teachers were said to be patriotic, nationalistic, and 
enthusiastic in serving the cause of Chinese education  (Doraisamy: 1969,  85).  
 
Some of the modern  Chinese schools started  in this period were: Ch’ung-cheng in  1905, 
Taonan in 1907,   Ai-T’ung in 1912  and Kung-shang in 1920  (Doraisamy: 1969,  85).  
Also,  during this period,  girl’s education was developed:  Hwa-ch’iao Girls’ School,  the 
first Chinese medium school for girls,  opened  in  1905, but closed down in less than 10 
years. Other girls’ schools  established  included: Chung-hwa (1911); Ch’ung-fu (1915); 
Ch’ung-pen (1916); Nan-hwa (1917); and Nan-yang (1917)  (Doraisamy: 1969, 85).     
 
In 1918, the first high school, Chinese High School, was established. Local training for 
primary  teachers  began when  Nan-hwa Girls’ School started simplified normal classes 
for the purpose but teachers continued to come from the China (Doraisamy: 1969, 86).   
Thus by 1920, Chinese education had already attained maturity with the firm 
establishment of a sound system of primary and secondary schools (Doraisamy: 1969,  
86).  
 
Therefore by  1920,  Chinese education had developed a Chinese-educated group   with 
subjectivities tied to China and a worldview  different from the English educated.   When 
in May 4, 1919  (May Fourth Movement), the World War I settlement of Chinese claims 
to German possession in Shantung  favoured Japan,  teenage  students and teachers of 
Chinese schools (Wilson: 1978, 57)  protested  violently.  In  June 1919,  they destroyed  
Japanese goods and encouraged their boycott.  They protested   against the celebration 
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victory of allies in the same year.  These events led the colonial state  to bring in a  series 
of legislation to control the disturbances.    
 
 Interestingly, the Beatty Report noted the proactive role of Chinese teachers who were  
“given (a) free hand by committees of management of schools” and “no doubt actively 
sympathized with the demonstrations” (Wilson: 1978, 57).  Also, the Report noted that 
the “local Chinese exercised no control over their schools and were afraid to interfere 
with teachers” (Wilson: 1978, 57). 
 
Given this situation in the   1920s and 1930s,   the colonial state   instituted legislation   to 
control Chinese schools “through a system  of registration and inspection, with a financial 
inducement offered to those schools willing to make certain changes in curricula. “   
(Doraisamy: 1978).  
 
The legislation became law in October 1920  as the Registration of Schools Ordinance, 
1920.  This made  compulsory  the  registration of  all  schools, their supervisors/ 
managers,  committees of management  and teachers.  It  gave the  colonial state  the 
authority  to  make  and enforce regulations  related to the  conduct  of school  and  to  
deregister a school  in conflict with  the interests of government.   The law was passed  
despite protests of the Chinese government and the local Chinese Educational Association 
(Wilson: 1978,  59).   Subsequent amendments  to the Ordinance of 1920  were added  in  
1925, 1926, and 1937  to  tighten control.       
 
Also, the 1923 Ordinance also provided grants-in-aid  to Chinese schools. Conditions for 
funding for schools were  based on government inspection and  the use of  dialect as the 
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medium of instruction. Although English or Mandarin could be taught,  such classes were 
not funded.  There was the   provision for ‘bright” children in the Chinese  schools to 
transfer to English schools  after the third year in vernacular schools. These conditions 
were seen by  much of the community as an attack on Chinese culture. To enforce these  
principles, the government appointed  a  Chinese-speaking civil servant   as  an assistant 
director of Education  in 1924, and  an   inspector of schools  to register  and  inspect 
Chinese schools.  But because of Chinese reluctance to submit to control by grant 
conditions,   registration was low.     
 
By the end of 1921, 91 Chinese schools and a total of 254 teachers registered. By 1922, 
this was increased to 115 Chinese schools and 430 teachers.  In 1941, there were only  
370 schools which had registered with mixed enrolment of 38,000 in which one third 
enrolled were girls (Doraisamy: 1978, 89). Government examinations for Chinese schools 
were held for the first time in 1935. Doraisamy notes that this ordinance  failed because 
the  content of curriculum was not subject to state control.     
 
 
The Development of  Malay  Education and  Schools: 1819-1941  
 
The  colonial state on the grounds of Malay indigenousness  supported  Malay-medium  
primary government schools. English education was provided only  to fill the  entrepot 
demand for English-Malay bilingual clerks.  In this period,   there existed at different  
times four  kinds of  primary  education  for Malays with somewhat different purposes:  
the private Qur’an schools; mission schools;  Free Schools; and later the     government 
schools. 
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The private Qur’an schools were held in  the  religious teacher’s home.  These  schools  
spread through parts of Singapore after Raffles’  arrival  and  as a  response to western-
type of formal  education (Doraisamy: 1978).  The  purpose  of these schools was  to  
teach the verses of the Qur’an in their original Jawi (Arabic script) and to inculcate good 
character.  In the early  twentieth century, several  Arabic schools and madrasahs 
(religious schools)   were  started   by wealthy Arabs  such as  Alsagoff and Aljunied.   
   
The  Malay classes/schools started by  mission schools such as those of the  London 
Missionary Society were small in number. The purpose was religious instruction although 
Keasberry’s school  provided  vocational training as well. Students were  taught  western 
subjects and although Malay was the  medium of instruction, students learnt  some  
English. These schools were  quickly phased  out  due to low  student numbers, likely 
related to  Malay  suspicion of Western education  and   proselytizing. 
 
The  Singapore  Free school which  became the Singapore Institution Free School   
provided a Malay class in its Malay Department  from 1834 with  attendance ranging 
from twelve to fifty-two  students.  The school, however, closed down in 1842, despite 
the supervision of a knowledgeable European superintendent due to  lack of enrolment 
and again, unfavourable Malay attitude (Doraisamy: 1978).   
 
 The  Malay government schools  received a later start. When in 1855,  the Colonial 
Office in India failed to provide needed funds for the support of Malay (and Chinese 
schools),  Governor Blundell of the Straits Settlements and the Temenggong of  Johore   
personally  provided funds  to  support  three  Malay schools in 1856:  Peasberry’s   
(already mentioned) and also two other day schools, at Telok Blangah and at   Kampong 
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Glam (Abdullah’s School) that provided  Malay instruction up  to Standard Six.   This  
led the colonial state to start  a Malay High School in 1876 with Telok Blangah and 
Abdullah’s schools as feeder schools to the high school.  The latter two schools   provided 
instruction  up to  Standard  Four only. Subsequently in 1878, the colonial state 
(education department) converted  the Malay High School into a Malay Training  College 
that existed for seventeen  years  from 1878 to 1895.       
 
It was in 1871  that A.M. Skinner, the first Inspector of schools in the Straits Settlement  
established Malay government schools. Originally these  schools were  to separate Malay 
language and topics from  Qur’an instruction,  with  secular instruction  provided in the 
morning and  religious education  in the afternoon.  Only  the Malay language  instruction  
was funded.  Subsequently, religious instruction was made part of the curriculum of 
Malay schools and the afternoon classes discontinued (Doraisamy: 1969).  
 
Generally,   the Colonial Office in England  was not supportive of providing English 
education to Malays. However, it did provide English for utilitarian  purposes. Various  
arrangements were instituted. In  1874, it awarded four  scholarships to bright students to  
attend Raffles Institution.  In 1876, it  established an  English class at Malay High School 
at Telok Blangah.  In 1884, it  experimented  with  teaching of Malay and English 
together to boys at Kampong Glam.  This was discontinued and another arrangement was 
to  have an  English master in charge of English class only for boys who had passed 
Standard Two of the Malay  Code, the government handbook with rules, regulations and 
syllabuses.   In  1888,  boys   who had  passed Standard Four  in a Malay school were  
given free education at Raffles Institution.   
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Despite these gains,  the colonial state  in 1895 closed down  twenty-two Malay boys’   
schools with small enrolment of  less than fifteen students as recommended by  the 
Issemonger Committee of 1893.  Also the  Malay Teachers’ College was closed down as 
a retrenchment measure  but  reopened in Malaya in 1901.     
 
Subsequently,  in  1918, Governor Weinstadt’s  tenure  transformed  Malay education to 
focus on industrial arts such as  basketry and  gardening,  necessitating accompanying   
changes in curriculum, teacher education, and   assessment.   Although these industrial 
schools were justified on  grounds of  providing education to equip Malay for skills  
relevant to the community, Wilson (1978) suggests that this focus was more appropriate 
for Malays in  Malaysia  and  did not  prepare the Malays for urban life in    Singapore.  
Requests for providing English education at primary level for Malays   was resisted by 
the English.     
 
According to Doraisamy, the Malays were the only group in Singapore for whom 
provision was made for free “compulsory” elementary education in Malay and assistance 
was given for  elementary and secondary education in English schools before World War 
I.   The focus on Malay vernacular rather than the general provision of English education 
is also said co-incide with the  desire of Malay rulers and the  community.  More likely,  
the British did not want to repeat the experience of India in which English education 
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The Development of Tamil  Education and Tamil Schools:  1819 to 1941  
 
As mentioned, the colonial state’s policy towards  schools  for Indians was laissez-faire, 
allowing the community and missions to develop  Indian  schools. The kinds of Tamil 
classes offered were those supported by the Singapore Free School, the Christian  
missions, and the  industrial  estates. 
 
The  Indian  schools/classes were short-lived. In  the Singapore Free School, there was a 
Tamil class attended by eighteen students  in 1834,  the first recorded formal Tamil   
(Wong and Gwee: 1980, 3).  By  1835,  the class was closed  partly due to  unsuitable    
textbooks (Doraisamy: 1969, 116).  Tamil classes resumed in 1838 with two   masters 
from India and the use of textbooks  from Madras, but by 1841, these classes were  
phased out.  In  1873,  Tamil education was revived when the  government established an 
Anglo-Tamil  school.  Another one was set up in 1876 as a branch  school,  as a  feeder  
to  Raffles Institution  in response to the  demand for English-Tamil   clerks.   However 
these two schools dropped Tamil instruction and converted to English schools due to poor 
attendance.   
 
The Roman Catholic mission with aid from the colonial state in 1859 started two  
schools:  the   short-lived St. Francis Xavier Malabar School and  Our Lady of Lourdes 
Anglo-Tamil school.  This latter school operated for 20 years, became an  aided school in 
1886 but closed in 1904.     
 
The Methodist Mission, the same that started the first Anglo-Chinese boys school  started  
a Methodist school for Tamil speaking girls in 1887.  This evolved into a multi-racial 
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girls’ school called the  American Mission Girls’ School in 1893, taking in students from 
all races. It currently exists as the Methodist Girls’ school at Mount Sophia.  The  
Methodists also established the Mission Estate School in 1913  for children of Tamil 
labourers working in Singapore’s rubber estates.  This school was the only one registered 
in the 1920 Registration of Schools Ordinance  and was one of six Tamil  schools in the 
Straits Settlements.  
 
Through this  period, Tamil schools/classes faced a multitude of problems - lack of 
students, parental apathy  based on preference for  children to work, lack of qualified 
trained teachers and superintendents and  unsuitable or  insufficient textbooks.  These 
conditions combined  with  the  colonial state’s laissez-faire  policy  meant that Tamil 
education was not very developed in this period.        
         
Later,  employers in industrial estates were  required to create schools for the workers’ 
children.  Thus the Labour Ordinance of  1923  stipulated that  employers  in estates     in 
which workers’ children  numbered  more than  ten and  ranged  in age  from seven   to 
fourteen years were to start schools at the employers’  expense with  government aid and 
supervision by the Education Department. Government aid was based on efficiency of 
schools and stood at  eight dollars per capita. After the Labour Ordinance, the government 
appointed  the  first European  inspector of Tamil schools  in 1930 and in 1938, an officer 
trained in India as inspector of Indian schools for the   Straits Settlements and  Federated  
States in Malaysia was appointed (Doraisamy: 1969, 118).  
 
In this period, Tamil schools  were primary schools attended by Tamil-speaking children, 
thus being  culturally and linguistically uniform.  However, Tamil  schools were few in 
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number.  By  1941,  the number of registered Tamil schools increased from one  in 1920  
to eighteen.   This constituted  about  one thousand  students. The    proportion of students 
in Tamil schools  was  very few compared to the population.   
 
Doraisamy suggests that Tamils in Singapore valued  English education more highly than 
Tamil education as  only about 11%  attended Tamil  classes,  the other 89%  attending 
English schools.  This shows that for Indians, many were English-educated  compared to 
Malays.     
 
To sum  up,   the purpose of going into detail about the different kinds of  primary schools  
in this colonial period   is to note  the development  under British colonialism     of an 
educational system in which schools were  culturally and linguistically  separated  into 
English, Chinese, Malay, and Indian streams.  This is shown in the 1939 statistics which 
indicates that there were altogether 72,000 students in schools in Singapore. Of these, 
38,000  students were in the Chinese medium; 27,000 in the English medium; 6000 in the 
Malay medium; and 1000 in the Tamil medium. The schools were supported by   
curricula and teachers from their respective  home countries which created student   
subjectivities tied to  the relevant home country, with profound implications in the period 
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1942-1945: The Japanese Occupation       
 
The Japanese Occupation from 1942-1945 profoundly altered the life conditions of 
communities in Singapore. They faced starvation, co-ercion,  terror  and death. The 
Occupation  devastated Singapore’s  entrepot  economy,  paralyzing  business and halting  
the  production of  commodities such as rubber  from Malaya.  The  Japanese  re-
organized the Singapore economy for their  own purpose  to  produce  for the needs of  
the  occupying force.  Their activities were justified by a racialized discourse  of   Greater 
East Asia Co-Prosperity  Sphere in which Japan would lead the East Asian countries in 
the  struggle against European domination.  
 
Many schools closed down as  the Japanese commandeered schools buildings for  
military and administrative sites and interned  many European teachers and some local 
teachers.  “When schools  were ordered  opened in June 1942,  about 25 larger Chinese 
schools opened.”  (Doraisamy:1969, 90). The  Japanese followed  differential practices   
towards the different   ethnic groups. Although this varied from school to school, teachers 
in Chinese and English schools (government and government-aided) were required to 
learn and teach Japanese.  The curriculum focused on  physical exercises,   Japanese 
patriotism, appreciation of the  culture of Japan, and ideology of  the  Greater East Asia 
Co-Prosperity  Sphere.  The  Malay and Indian schools were allowed to continue, 
although the  teaching of English was sanctioned though not strictly.  A few Indian 
schools established by labour unions  with the objective of socializing  students to  
support the  Indian Independence movement in Singapore  were started   during this 
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period. During this period, only about 10 percent of the pre-war enrolment were 
registered in schools. 
 
During this period, the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) consisting mainly of  Chinese 
members co-operated with the British and other social groups to lead  an anti-Japanese  
resistance.  The  MCP’s role in the war effort enhanced their  popularity among the 
Chinese masses.  The  British returned  to Singapore in markedly changed circumstances:  
a population aware of the vincibility  of their  British masters,  a strong communist 
presence and a racialized consciousness among the ethnic groups (fomented by Japanese 
use of Malay and Indian officers against the Chinese). Also,   the British faced  external 
American and internal pressure  to decolonize.    
 
 
From Decolonization to Self-Government: 1945-1958 
 
On  return,  the British colonial state aware that  self-government  was imminent  but   
desiring to maintain  its  commercial and  military interests  in the region  (Wilson: 1978, 
115) implemented the  Malayan  Union  in  1947.  This arrangement would   secure  
Singapore as a British base while  allaying  Malayan  fears that Singapore’s largely 
Chinese population would  jeopardize the  slim Malay numerical majority in the 
peninsula as it moved towards independence. The Malay Union was  a compromise 
(Wilson: 1978, 114).   Penang and  Malacca, formerly  part of  the Straits Settlement   
with Singapore,  were  now  incorporated into the  Malayan Union which included  the  
Federated and  Unfederated States in Malaya.  The Malayan Union was resisted and 
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changed subsequently in Malaya but in this version, Singapore remained as a    political 
entity by itself.   
 
In this period, the colonial state underwent a series of transformation  in the direction of  
democratic government. In the  early  period, however, Britain maintained  political 
control  via  a Governor with veto power over the Legislature and an Executive and 
Legislative Council without an elected majority.  Political parties were introduced,   
operating  under the above  restrictions.  The  franchise was limited  to  citizens of the 
United Kingdom and the colonies and to those over 21 years old which eliminated about  
350,000 adult Chinese from voting  (Wilson: 1978,  81). The pro-British and westernized 
Progressive Party representing the  Straits-born  business and professional community  
(Wilson:  1978, 124),  won the  legislative  elections of 1948 and 1951.    
 
The British reconfigured the colonial state following the recommendations of the Rendel 
Commission in 1953. It took the form of having an elected majority in the   Legislative 
Assembly  and  in the Council of Ministers whose members were chosen from the 
majority party (Wilson:1978, 180)   to advise the Governor. These changes included an 
expanded franchise and automatic registration. It changed  power relations in civil 
society.  The Chinese by virtue of their numbers made it necessary for  contending 
political parties to incorporate their  interests in a platform to achieve  state power 
(Murray: 1971, 85).  
 
In this context of partial self-government, the Labour Party, led by David Marshall  and  
consisting of English-educated Chinese and Indians with links to labour won the  1955 
election.  The Labour Party had the support of the United Malays National Organization,  
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the Malaysian Chinese Association and the Singapore Malay Union Alliance (Wilson: 
1978, 182).  The  Labour Party  continued to push  for  immediate self-rule. Marshall 
resigned over failed negotiations with Britainover control of  security and defense and 
was replaced by  Lim Yew Hock, Minister for Health and Welfare of the Labour Party.  
Subsequently, the 1958  constitution reconfigured the state towards almost full internal 
self-rule. Changes included a fully elected Legislative Assembly and Ministerial form30 of 
government. Other changes included   multilingualism in the Legislative assembly;  
expansion of the franchise to include anyone who had lived in Singapore for at least ten 
years and swearing an oath of allegiance to Singapore;  and compulsory voting.     
 
The transformations of the political system after 1954 had much to do with the intensified 
collective activity  involving a broad spectrum of  social  groups, including the political 
parties, left-wing groups, labour unions and the Chinese Chamber of Commerce. These  
groups  with different  interests and ideological orientations were    loosely  united  in 
opposition to British colonialism or certain aspects of its policies.   
 
With respect to political parties, in addition to the Progressive and other parties already 
mentioned,  the  People’s Action Party  (PAP)  that formed later in  1954,  led by  Lee 
Kuan Yew,  were  English-educated  moderates who followed a pragmatic strategy  of co-
operation with the leftists, for example, providing legal counsel, representation, and other 
sources of support  to labour unions  and  detained students. In this early period, the PAP 
constituted a broad-based alliance of moderates and communists.   Subsequently,  the 
                                                 
30
 This included a  Head of State,  Malayan-born,  replacing  the  British  Governor;   a council of Ministers 
selected by the Chief Minister to be called the Prime Minister;  a  British Commissioner  to represent 
British  interests in matters concerning foreign policy and defense; and  an  Internal Security Council of 
three British, three Singaporeans and one Federation Member.     
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moderates  established control of the PAP  party executive in 1957  when some of its 
communist members in  the executive were detained by the Labour Front government. 
Under these circumstances, the moderates in PAP  won a  majority  in the City Council  
and developed its own mass  base by initiatives such as creating an   office to listen to 
municipal grievances of  the  community with   pledges to support health and  social 
services such as  daycare (Wong, 2002).   Also, in the 1950s, the PAP promoted 
multilingualism in the legislature and the equal treatment of the different streams of 
schools.           
         
As  mentioned, the 1948 and 1951  elections  brought to political power  pro-western   
business and professional English-speaking groups.  However, the Chinese Chamber of  
Commerce  which had some representation in the Assembly on behalf of Chinese-
educated  agitated for  citizenship in 1947;  for increased subsidies to Chinese schools    
in  1950; and  for  multilingualism  in the  legislature in  1954.       
 
The  communists  who derived much support from the popular masses  (the Chinese- 
educated and workers)  were banned from 1948 to 1963  in Malaysia for armed 
confrontation. Thereafter,  the party moved underground in various settings, organizing 
and linking the  specific grievances of  students,  teachers,  school,  women,  cultural and 
clan organizations in Singapore. For example, they sponsored educational organizations 
such as the Singapore Chinese Middle School Students’ Union (or SCMSSU, its origin 
related to  the rise of  mass student demonstration in May 1954 against the National 
Service Act), the Singapore Chinese Primary School Teacher Association (SCPSTA);   
alumni  associations;    parents’  associations and cultural societies which had a   strong 
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role in the student  strikes. They also laid the ground for organized anti-state resistance in 
1956, in the Hock Lee Bus Strike.   
       
During this  period, the concern of  the Chinese-educated about  the very survival of   
Chinese culture,  education,  and schools  exploded to the  public  level and became a 
focus of political party, communist and  community activism.         
 
Chinese schools were in a difficult position throughout this period. Many  faced 
deteriorating material conditions. Chinese teachers were poorly paid and over- worked,    
some teaching in both school sessions. Schools,  principals and boards of management  
had difficulty in attracting good teachers. All schools had to accommodate an overaged 
student population whose schooling had been suspended during the Japanese occupation.  
Thus in this context, Chinese  schools pressed the state for increased subsidies. Also, job 
opportunities were restricted to English-speakers.  Furthermore, in   1949, with China and 
Taiwan no longer providing options for higher education, the community rallied to start a 
Chinese university Nanyang University with funds supported by wide sections of the 
Chinese community, including rickshaw pullers.       
 
Wong (2002: 59) notes the role of leftist groups such as the Singapore Chinese Primary 
School Teacher Association (SCPSTA), the Teachers of English in Chinese Schools 
Association, and some alumni associations in broadening the campaign  for equal 
treatment of Chinese schools.   This was  initiated by  the   two conservative bodies, the 
Singapore Chinese School Teachers’ Association ( SCSTA) and the Singapore Chinese 
Middle School Teachers’ Association (SCMSTA).  The Chinese Chamber of  Commerce, 
the overarching body  for the Chinese community  was also involved   to  support a wide 
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variety of issues -  freeing of detained teacher activists, relaxing rules for registering 
alumni bodies, improving teachers benefits and salaries in rural schools, and  looking into 
the many grievances of principals and teachers in Chinese schools.       Thus Wilson notes 
the phenomenon of the more radical elements in the Chinese community  working with 
conservative elements to achieve educational change.   
 
The  Hock Lee Bus Strike in 1955  was a crisis  which escalated into violence with four 
killed and thirty-one injured. The government closed down the three  high schools 
involved, Chinese High and the two Chung Cheng High Schools. Two thousand   students 
responded by barricading themselves in Chung Cheng High School. In response, the 
Labour Front government commissioned the All Party  Report  on  Chinese Education  
and  subsequently proceeded to implement its recommendations for educational change.    
 
To summarize, this was a period of economic hardship, unemployment and 
underemployment continuing in  war’s aftermath.  Also, it was a  period of political 
conflict  as an  increasingly activated civil society  encompassing a broad spectrum of 
social groups rose in opposition to British colonial policies and British colonialism itself.  
Violent strikes  began as early 1946 and  intensified in the middle 1950s.  There was  
Malay  unrest in 1950 such as that linked with the Maria Hertogh case. There were also 
student unrest beginning in 1954 with Chinese schools demanding equality of treatment 
and funding. These events culminated in the Hock Lee Bus strike in 1955  and the 




                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          




Education Policies  from  1946 to 1958   
 
In the face of changed circumstances, the  British on their return  after the Japanese 
Occupation ended, began the process of reconstructing the educational system   according 
to new principles. Thus, the 1947, “Ten Years Programme” for “Educational Policy in the 
Colony of Singapore”  declared  its  three general  principles to be: the   promotion of  the  
capacity for self-government, civic loyalty and responsibility; provision of  equal  
educational opportunity for children of  both genders and all races; and on basis of  free 
primary education,  development of  secondary, vocational, and higher education.  It is 
suggested that these changes in educational policy  in Singapore  was influenced by the 
Balfour Report (1944) on education,  prepared and released in England (Wilson: 1978, 
125). 
 
To  implement  these   principles, the Ten-Year Programme proposed universal free six-
year primary education; providing education in the mother-tongue, with English 
introduced in the third year in Malay, Chinese and Tamil schools;  giving freedom to all 
parents to choose admission to English primary schools; stipulating that schools should be 
“regional” rather than racial; continuing the system of grants-in-aid to missions and other 
bodies and providing “per capita” grants to Chinese and Tamil schools;  and expanding 
staff whose work will include the supervision of Chinese and Tamil schools. Also 
included was the provision of  teacher-training for Malay schools which   would take 
place in the Federation and a teachers’ training college to be established  in  Singapore.    
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Within the Ten Year Program was a Supplementary Five-Year Plan  to “hasten  the 
implementation of the provision of English primary schools to meet the demand for 
places in English schools” (Doraisamy: 1969). These provisions included free primary 
English education when the vernacular schools  were  not free   and a   grant of 5% to    
10% free places in English  schools for students from   approved Chinese (1949) and 
Tamil (1950)  schools.  This latter   provision would take the cream of students from the 
vernacular schools to attend English schools.    
 
The Chinese, Malay,  and Indian  community viewed  many of the provisions as an  
attack on  their language and culture and resisted such measures. Thus Wong notes that 
the colonial state  in this period followed a strategy of substitution  to  replace Chinese 
with English schools.   The  colonial  state,  in 1951  agreed to  grant a  100% subsidy  to 
Chinese schools  which, however,  would be withdrawn when  English schools had  
enough  building capacity to replace Chinese schools (Wong: 2002).  Also, the   British 
followed the strategy of Anglicization,  when in  late 1953 the state aimed to change the 
teaching medium and curriculum of Chinese schools with an  offer of 200 percent  
increase in subsidy for schools. The conditions were that the Chinese schools  
incorporated English-medium instruction to one  third of the time in primary schools;   
one half  in junior middle schools; and  two-thirds  in senior middle schools. These   
conditions were met with   much resistance and were in essence not implemented in the 
period and contributed strongly to the Chinese community’s perception that these 
educational initiatives were attacks on Chinese culture and language. The Chinese 
community mobilized itself  to  support  the building of  Nanyang University.   
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In the aftermath of the Hock Lee bus strike and the All-Party Report on Chinese    
Education,  the Labour Front from 1955 to 1958  in its White Paper on Education Policy 
in 1956 incorporated most of the  important recommendations of the All Party  Report on 
Chinese Education.  Major changes to the  educational policy included the provision for 
equal treatment for the four language streams in education in terms of    providing  equal  
grants and conditions of service and salary to all government and government-aided 
schools and teachers.  Before  there was differential funding where   English and Tamil 
schools were equally funded, but not the Chinese schools.  Parents had the choice of 
which of the four language streams  to send their children.  Common curricula and 
syllabuses were established which were Malayan centred for all the schools. There was 
also the free transfer of language teachers in all streams of education. There was 
encouragement of intermingling of students from various language streams in sports to 
build a multi-racial society as well.  There was the    introduction of bilingual education in 
primary schools and trilingual education in secondary schools. There was also an  
establishing of an Advisory Council, an  Appeal Board and Finance Board  to cover all 
four streams of education.   
 
The White Paper differed mainly in its approach to school discipline and in the measures 
for enforcing it by placing the responsibility on the principal and his staff rather than on 
the school committee of management.  Based on the White Paper,  the  1957 Ordinance, 
applying to all schools came into being.  Jason  Tan  (2005) notes that the Ordinance of 
1957 marked the beginning of moves towards a highly centralized system of education.    
Also,  the   Ordinance of 1957, besides specifying   grant-in aid regulations also allowed  
student’s  exemption   from religious observance or instruction when accompanied by 
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parental writing  and that attendance at such religious institutions (schools)  should  not 
be  made condition of admission.      
 
 
Schools from 1945-1958    
  
With British return after the Japanese Occupation,  the British Military Administration, 
and later the civil government  called for collective effort by all  in society including   the 
civil service,  former teachers, masters, and  the community to  restore the  former   
schools.  By  the end of  1946 many schools,  66 Chinese schools,  37 English and 21 
Malay were reported opened.   
     
During this period, schools were faced with adjusting to the backlog of students whose 
education had stopped during the Japanese Occupation,  the post-war baby boom and  the  
provision of  universal education  up to primary six. This created a demand for more 
schools.  Also  parents’ choice for English  schools  accentuated  the demand  for   
English schools.  The   British  responded with its  plan to build more schools, mainly   
English schools in the  Supplemental Five Year Plan.  At the end of this period in  1954, 
the  number of English schools increased  more rapidly than the vernacular schools.    
 
One important change of significance is that in these years, vernacular  schools were to   
introduce English as a subject after Primary Three. This policy was met with some 
resistance  by Malay schools wary about the  impact  on  the Malay language. For 
Chinese and Indian schools,  this change was not problematic as  they offered English as 
a subject earlier but objected to its  increased  use in curriculum time.  Also in this period, 
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schools incorporated a new Malayanized syllabus from the Department of Education  was 
implemented  in 1952  (Singapore Chinese Girls’ School: 1999, 32).   
 
As already noted, some schools, particularly the vernacular schools in this period  faced 





British colonial rule emerged and established four different streams of education from 
1819-1941. After the Japanese Occupation, the British government  policy supported  
English schools and the introduction of English into the vernacular mediums. However in 
the context of decolonization and nation-building,  political parties  vying for power,   all 
supported a strategy of uniting the different races and therefore multiracialism as central 
to building the Singapore nation. In the aftermath of the All-Party Report,   there was a 
major change in educational policy to support the four streams of education equally. The 
principles of  universalization  of education up to primary six and Malayanized 
curriculum continued into the next period.   
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          





Continuity and Change in Teacher Culture (1959-1996): 





Chapter Four has described the historical background to the time period of this study.   In 
this and the next  chapter,  I discuss the continuities  and changes  in the core aspects of 
the culture of Singapore’s primary teachers from 1959-2006.   This chapter  will focus on 
the industrial period from 1959 to 1996 and Chapter Six, the post-industrial period from 
1997 to 2006.  These two chapters constitute the core of the thesis.  
 
Based on  Shibutani’s view of  problematic situations as formative  of culture;   Hall’s 
understanding of the  Singapore state  as a “structure of metapower”    and a multi-level, 
multi-site entity;  and  Bourdieu’s concept of  the habitus as a force in cultural continuity,  
this  chapter is organized  in the following manner:     
 
1.  The State’s response to the overall problematic situation facing Singapore as a whole 
with regard to economic development and  nation-building in the various periods of the 
study.  The  state  through  its dominant elites defined the problematic situation in a 
particular way and responded with policies carrying changes in cultural forms directed at 
various fields including the field of education with specific consequences.   
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2. The response of  the Ministry of  Education (MOE),  a strategic agency of the state 
which  directs and implements state policies and sets the parameters for  schools  to  
function with specific directives and procedures.  
3. The response of schools  in general as  principals  aligned school  rules and regulations 
to MOE directives and procedures. This involves schools restructuring their organization, 
modifying or changing the curriculum or  pedagogy to the  new or modified cultural 
forms.       
 
The social processes in these three sites created the context or the teachers’ work situation 
in different periods of this study.  
 
4. The responses of teachers to the situation created by state policy via    MOE directives 
and procedures and school rules and regulations. Teachers’  responses in terms of  their  
action/social interaction  to their  changed work  situation created by state policy lead to 
the consequence in which specific elements of  teacher culture were  created and 
recreated.    
 
 
State Responses:  1959 to 1996 
  
1959 to mid-1965 
 
In this early period, the PAP in power faced a national-level problematic situation with its 
inter-related problems similar to that  which  preoccupied the British during the latter 
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days of colonialism in the late 1940s and early   1950’s. These include the decline of the 
entrepot economy; unemployment and underemployment; poverty; a  high birth rate;  
inadequate housing; and an   ethnically  divided population.    
  
For the PAP,  in 1959,  the  response to these problems in the various fields   was  in the 
form of their  specific vision of  economic development and nation building. This 
envisaged a strategy of import substitution predicated on    political  and  economic union  
with Malaya and of multiracialism in which   citizenship was based on equality without 
regard for race, language, or    religion.  This union, the Federation of Malaysia, formed  
in  September 16, 1963  faltered  over differences in the Singapore elite’s support of a    
Malaysian  Malaysia “intimately linked to the notion of equality of the “races”     as 
against a “Malay” Malaysia in which Malays would be privileged above other ethnic 
groups”  (Lian: 2002, 230).  
 
In support of its vision of economic development and nation-building, the state used its 
metapower to create statutory boards such as the Economic Development Board (EDB) in 
1959 to promote industrialization and economic expansion and  the  Housing 
Development Board  (HDB)  in 1960 to provide public housing. It also  continued but 
modified the Central  Provident Fund (CPF)  originally  introduced  in  1955 by the  
British  as  a form of social security.   
 
Concomitantly,  the PAP state used its  metapower to socialize communities  to its new 
and modified  values and  norms of  economic development,  nation-building, bilingual 
multilingualism, multiracialism, and meritocracy.  Thus they developed grassroots 
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organization such as the People’s Association in  1960  whose provision of recreation and 
social services for  residents  provide a platform to extend these   norms.  
  
In the field of education, the Commission of Inquiry into Education Singapore, chaired by 
Lim Boh Tay, a university  professor  reaffirmed  the  principles of  the All-Party Report 
on Chinese Education, 1956.  This included  (Doraisamy: 1969)   the:    
 
i) equal treatment of the different language streams of  schools, bilingualism  in primary 
schools (meaning the use of English and the specific vernacular  language, Chinese, 
Malay, or Tamil)) and trilingualism  in  secondary schools;    the  use of Malayan-centred 
textbooks and syllabi and the teaching of civics; 
 
ii)  acceptance of Malay as the national language; and   
 
iii)  emphasis on science, mathematics, and technical subjects to meet the requirements of 
an  industrialized society.    
 
These policies were strategic in anticipation of merger with Malaya and its economic 
advantages. Thus, the Malay  language was designated the national language, the link and 
common language. The special status of Malays was recognized by the provision of free 
education for Malay students from primary to university level.      
 
By  1965,  the state had begun the process of moving to control  many areas of society in 
tune with its vision of  economic development by means of a   judicious combination of   
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stern political measures (for example, the  use of the  Internal Security Act),  ideological  
persuasion and  good governance.    
  
Mid-1965 to 1996   
 
Separation from Malaysia in August 9, 1965  left  a  newly independent state  in a 
problematic situation  constituted by  several interrelated problems. One   related to issues 
of national  security.  This included  heightened  conflict with   Malaysia;  hostility of  
Sukarno’s  Indonesia in the aftermath of separation;   and the withdrawal of British forces  
announced  in 1967.  Another  problem  was  the question of  Singapore’s future path of 
economic development as  the  strategy of import-substitution with Malaysia as hinterland 
was no longer  viable. Finally,  the state had to deal with the   problem of  social and 
national   cohesion in which the government had  “to get  the  Malay community behind 
and  also stop  the Chinese chauvinists, who were pushing for a third China” (Vasil: 
2000).    
  
The  PAP defined the situation as a crisis of  national and economic survival. They 
interpreted  Singapore  as  a  small country, having little resources except for its human 
resources, and  facing a  hostile Malay regional context. This had some resonance with 
the “objective”  reality   at the time.  Thus,  the PAP was able to articulate individual with 
political survival in this construction of reality  (Goh and Gopinathan: 2006).   
 
Consistent with its definition of the situation, the  Singapore state continued to expand 
itself  in a multi-pronged approach to align society’s institutions with its  vision and  
goals.   For security concerns,  it created   the Ministry of Interior and Defense. One of its 
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functions  was to build a citizen’s armed force and institute compulsory national service 
in 1967.  For economic development,  it  restructured the Economic Development Board 
to  focus on the strategy of export-oriented industrialization providing favourable  
infrastructure, tax and  labour regulations,  and tariffs mainly to attract foreign 
multinationals  to invest in Singapore.  Also,  the  state encouraged women to enter the 
labour force  although  it  continued  to import  foreign labour.    
  
For social cohesion, the Singapore state provided constitutional guarantees to support the 
special status of Malays, instituting Malay as the national language  among the four 
official languages. It also continued  to promote multiracialism  as a cornerstone of its 
policy.  This  multiracialism was characterized by  unity in diversity – national unity 
based on the recognition of ethnic diversity.   Also, the state placed strict controls on the 
media and politicians restricting them when talking about racial issues  given ethnic 
sensitivities (Vasil: 1995).    Finally, it developed  strategic agencies  in the parapolitical 
arena  continuing    with the Community Centres  that had gained the PAP  popularity in 
the 1950s and  the  People’s Association  formed earlier.  In   1965,  the state created  the   
Community Centre Management Committees, whose members were   appointed by 
Ministers.  
   
In the educational site, state policy developed secondary and technical education  to  train  
students  for  skills required by  industrialization.   Also, in   1966,  the state brought in a  
revised bilingual policy, in which English was  promoted as an important language for 
economic development. Students regardless of language stream  were  to learn math and 
science via English as the medium of instruction. Thus the PAP envisaged English (as 
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opposed to Malay) as  the link or  common language uniting  the  different ethnic groups 
in the public arena in this period.  
 
Thus the PAP  in the  early  period  implemented specific policies which they noted were 
designed to improve the life conditions of Singaporeans.   However, these interventions 
created specific consequences as people collectively adapted to the changed 
circumstances created by the state policy.   In  the  adaptation, people create conditions to 
which  state responded  with    new policies in an ongoing process of collective adaptation 
of all members of society  to the macro-problems of nation building and economic 
development.        
 
The consequences of the early period of industrialization were multiple:  economic, 
political, social, and cultural. These were interpreted by the state in specific ways to 
legitimate subsequent state actions/policies to deal with the  consequences, intended or 
unintended. 
 
Economic  Consequences and State Responses   
 
Early industrialization created specific consequences for the Singapore  economy and for 
class formation in Singapore. In the economy,  industrialization  created high economic 
growth which led to  high wages   and shortage of labour  by the  early 1970’s with the 
consequence that  some   multinationals  moved their operations to cheaper labour areas 
such as Taiwan or Korea.  In response, the  Singapore state  developed and promoted  
policies that maintained the high wage levels to move Singapore industries to restructure 
their enterprises   towards  high value production in manufacturing to develop this second  
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industrial wing (Goh and Gopinathan: 2006).   To develop the skills necessary for higher 
value-added production,  the State  made changes in  education which it  interpreted as 
inefficient given high drop out rates and lack of  bilingual fluency achieved with over ten  
years of bilingual policy.  Thus the  state  enhanced the development of technical  
education and introduced   streaming  in primary  and secondary education  to move  
students  not doing well into technical education.   
 
Subsequently, in 1985, Singapore faced a short-lived recession. The  government 
responded with the  Economic Review Committee  Report  which   supported the  move  
to higher value-added production  and innovation as the basis for further development of 
the economy into new areas of profitability. This  was to become a systematic focus in the 
next period from 1997-2006.  
 
In terms of  consequences  for class formation  in this period,  state economic and 
educational  policies  had transformed Singapore  towards a diversified industrial 
economy. This produced a class structure characterized by a  bureaucratic,  technical 
elite; an   educated and skilled  middle classes; and  a  semi-skilled or unskilled working 
class with various groups of unemployed  people.  
 
Political Consequences  and State Responses  
 
The political consequences of early industrialization include the state’s perception that  
with industrialization and improvement in the quality of life,  the  middle class groups  
that emerged harboured expectations of a more open  government.  Given this  
interpretation, the state  since  1982 undertook a series of  top-down  initiatives to  solicit 
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the consultation and  participation  of citizens on specific matters.  It instituted the 
Feedback Unit in 1988 as a branch of government to solicit  popular feedback; Group 
Representative Constituencies (GRCs)  in 1988 to increase minority representation in the 
legislature and local government (although  these were criticized for creating obstacles for 
opposition parties); and  the system of  Nominated Members of Parliament (NMP) in 
1990  to  ensure minority   representation in a PAP-dominated legislature.  At  the local 
level, the state began the process of decentralization of central  control,  in  1984, 
allowing  Housing and Urban Development Corporation  (HUDC)  flats  to take over  
some of the aspects of  HUDC administration. It  also   developed  Town Councils in 
1988  chaired by  Ministers of Parliament to take over some of the management   
responsibilities from the  Housing Development Board.       
 
Furthermore, economic development had improved the position of the  Chinese-educated 
who were increasingly voicing concerns about their second class status and the status of  
the Chinese language.  Issues that had beset the Singapore state following independence 
and the need to moderate Chinese “chauvinism”  were no longer relevant in the changed  
context of the late 1970   and 1980s.  Singapore and its integrity as a nation was accepted   
by surrounding Muslim states  and, moreover, relations were  more   cordial   as the 
countries were involved in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).  Given 
this and the declining support of the PAP,  the state   acceded  to  some of the  demands of 
the Chinese-educated, without fear of hostility from its Malay neighbours. This coincides 
with the period of the Asianizing of Singapore in the 1980s (Bokhorst-Heng:  1998). 
 
In this period,  the  PAP  in the 1980s raised concerns with the under-performance of 
Malay students and the possibility of this development undermining societal cohesion and 
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the meritocratic principle. In raising  this  issue, the PAP brought  previously silenced  
ethnic issues to the fore. Given this interpretation of the situation and at the request of 
Malay leaders, the PAP, in 1982 supported  the  creation of  Mendaki,  a  self-help  
organization   in  which the  Malay community was to develop itself through education 
and  skills training later broadened to include other activities. In 1991, the government  
followed with similar support for the Indian community with the creation of  the 
Singapore Indian Development Association (SINDA) and in 1992, for the Chinese 
community,  with the creation of the Chinese Development Assistance Council (CDAC). 
This was in  recognition of the need to pay attention to economic disparities within the 
Indian and the Chinese communities also.  This focus on community self-reliance  is 
consistent with the state’s discourse of  resistance to welfare-state solutions of the 
Western model and the preference in focusing  on educational measures to  improve  the 
position of the disadvantaged.        
  
Cultural Consequences and State Responses  
 
Industrialization had opened the Singapore economy to the influence of cultural ideas  
from the West particularly through the media. The  state   interpreted it to  lead  to the de-
culturalization and the erosion of the traditional values of  the different  ethnic 
communities. It  subsequently  promoted more strongly the importance of studying one’s  
(assigned) mother tongue to access  the heritage of one’s ethnic culture and learning the 
moral values embedded in it.  These ideas were powerfully justified  by the Ong Report in 
1979 which emphasized the importance of  learning one’s heritage language as cultural 
ballast, innoculation against the influence of western ideas. Thus, the government  began 
the process of  moving Singapore society in the late 1970s  and 1980s to focus on its 
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Asianness. Among other initiatives, the  government instituted the Speak Mandarin 
campaign in 1979 to  eradicate  the use of Chinese dialects and ostensibly to unify the 
Chinese. The Speak Mandarin campaign continues up to today.   
 
The consequences of this was some opposition among the minority communities who felt 
that multiracialism was being compromised (Vasil: 2002) as preference appeared to be 
given to a particular ethnic group, the Chinese.   However, the state  interpreted that most 
in the  Malay community   spoke Malay and  the  Indians,  because of their small numbers 
did not face the same circumstances as the Chinese, who were  fragmented into different 
dialect groups, and lacking the unity of  a shared language.  Some  minority members 
were convinced by the state’s argument of the specific circumstances of the Chinese that 
required such intervention. Subsequently the state also instituted the  Tamil Language 
Week and Malay Language Month.    
 
Concomitant with the Asianizing of SingaporeBokhorst-Heng:1998) are some 
modifications to the bilingual policy in Singapore’s schools. Educational streaming in 
1980 partly took the  particular form of language-based streaming as  students who could 
manage it could take higher level Chinese, Malay, or Tamil.   Also,  the state instituted  
SAP (Special Assistance Plan) schools which offered higher Chinese or both Chinese and 
English at the first language level. This however, created  concern among minority groups 
who felt that the principle of  multiracialism was being compromised.   
 
This discussion has noted the increasing discomfort of minorities with trends in Singapore 
that was interpreted to favour the Chinese (Vasil, 2002). This  feeling continued with the 
visit of some Confucian scholars in mid-1980s to Singapore who argued that 
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Confucianism transcended being Chinese and could possibly form the basis of Singapore. 
This path, however,  was  rejected.   Also,  the state in 1985  which had   interpreted  
religion  to be  a particularly  suitable medium (partly due to the Goh Report)  for 
inculcation of  traditional   values,  offered  religious subjects in upper level secondary 
schools  to  follow   the civics education course  in primary and lower secondary school.  
This policy brought  religious conflicts to the fore as people became more religious and 
was  subsequently abandoned  in the 1990s and the Racial Harmony Act instituted in 
1990.  Subsequently,  during the 1990’s,  the state initiated a campaign to  deliberate and 
formulate  Singapore’s shared national values. In 1991, these   values were formalized  as 
nation before community and society before self;  family as the basic unit of society; 
community support and respect for the individual;  consensus,  not conflict;  and  racial 
and religious harmony.     
 
Social consequences and State Responses   
 
Industrialization had brought about  specific social consequences  in   terms of   its impact 
on the family. Women increasingly  participated  in the labour force and adapted by 
marrying later with many graduates not marrying at all because of the tendency for men 
to marry down.  Couples also  had fewer  children given the cost of raising children and 
the difficulty of finding suitable care arrangements for children, though many were able 
to rely on  grandparents. Women were increasing torn between fulfilling the   
contradictory roles of  participating in the labour force and  having  children  in a context 
of state  encouragement  of both roles for women.  
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Women’s participation in the labour force meant that women had some measure of 
financial  power. They were no longer dependent  on  someone else  for economic 
support. Expectations of marriage came to include a preference for more emotional ties. 
This led to the development of new and more independent  attitudes toward marriage with 
some increase in divorce rates  that were of concern to the state and as well a decline in 
the fertility rate.    In response,  the State promoted  the unpopular graduate women 
preference scheme to increase the birthrate and the  incentives/disincentives of the  “Have 
Three or More If you Can Afford it”   program  in the 1980s.  
 
Further to the impact of industrialization on the family, I focus on the children. For 
children  with both parents  working, some returned to empty homes  (these children were 
called “latchkey kids”) after school. Also,   industrialization brought the Western media, 
with its music and other aspects of culture,  that attracted the youth.  Some  gradually 
adopted and developed  individualistic values.  These changes in the consciousness of 
youth as a result of industrialization shaped the situation that teachers had to respond to in 
schools as they note that  students were starting  to become  increasingly  ill-disciplined31.   
As noted, this concern about the youth for their perceived increasingly lack of grounding 
in moral values was partly a consideration in the  State’s promotion of the Asianization of 
Singapore initiatives.    
 
To summarize,  this section has given an account of state responses to problems  faced in  
economic development and  nation-building  through the period from 1959 to 1996 and 
the ongoing  solutions proposed.  The Singapore state’s promotion of industrialization 
                                                 
31
 Many teachers attribute the indiscipline of youth to the media, parents who don’t have the time to spend 
with students, and liberal parents.   
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created specific perceived   consequences which called forth more  state  responses  in an 
ongoing process of development. The state responses to these in the form of specific 
educational policies were mediated by the role of MOE. I move on to discuss this.   
 
 
Ministry of Education (MOE)  Responses   
 
In this section, I present MOE responses to changed principles of educational policy 
specified by state leaders in this period.   MOE  interpreted, elaborated and implemented 
these  intentions into procedures and directives which schools were obliged to  
implement.    
 
The  Ministry of Education  (MOE) so renamed  in 1955,  was  formerly  the   
Department of Education, part of the British colonial civil service apparatus.   When the  
PAP  won state power in 1959, MOE officially came under their  control but  took some  
time to transform it into a compliant bureaucracy. 
 
MOE is headed by the Minister of Education who is  responsible to the legislature.  MOE  
is responsible for the administration of government and government-aided primary 
schools, secondary,  pre-university and tertiary   institutions up to university level and 
adult education. As Yip (1990)  notes, since 1955,  MOE  has had the “basic role as the 
central controlling agency for all of education  (and)  has remained the same over the 
decades.” 
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MOE is an agency with various forms of metapower at its disposal. As a   strategic 
agency, it has the  delegated  metapower to use other forms of  metapower,32 such as rule-
making and setting conventions; structuring   situations such as creating advisory 
committees and setting its terms of   reference and operations; culturalizing, which refers 
to  the  use of  culture, discourses, charters, and missions  to frame the limits of what can 
be said and done and  to motivate people to collective action (Hall: 1997). Thus the 
Ministry of Education (MOE)  uses its delegated  metapower to  ensure  close synchrony 
between changing state intentions and principles through formulating  directives and 
procedures with the expectation of implementation by schools.  I discuss the MOE 
responses from  1959 to 1978 and from  1979 to 1996. The early period from 1959 to 
1978  marks the phase of   “Survival-Driven Education,” the early years of the PAP’s 
development of the  education system according to its vision  of  economic development 
and  nation building  policies in the colonial aftermath.  The later period from 1979 to  
1996  marks  the  change to  Efficiency-Based Education with its espoused goal/vision to 
improve the quality of education towards a  developed economy.  
 
 
1959-1978:  Survival-Driven Education (SDE) 
 
1959  to mid-1960s 
 
In the 1959 to mid-1965 period, MOE created procedures for schools to implement the 
principle of equal treatment of  schools;  a common curriculum which included  bilingual 
education (vernacular and Malay, or English and Malay)  in primary schools  and 
                                                 
32
 Metapower is the power (of an institution/organization)  to shape conditions and situations at a distance.    
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trilingual  education  in  secondary  (Malay, vernacular, and English); the  introduction of  
Malay as the national language;  the use of Malayan-centred textbooks and syllabi; the 
teaching of civics; and  an emphasis on science and mathematics (Doraisamy:  1969, 60).  
 
With respect to the equal treatment of schools,  MOE developed  new  procedures  and 
practices which gave vernacular schools full aid  with capitalization and capital grants 
equal to that granted to government-aided schools. Similarly in 1962, teachers’ salaries 
were harmonized with those in vernacular schools. Teachers thereafter were to  receive 
the same remuneration for the equivalent  level of academic certification.  Also in 1960, 
towards equal treatment of schools, MOE  started the first government Tamil secondary 
schools, the St. Georges Road Tamil and Aravinthar Tamil Schools and   the first  
government-aided Tamil secondary school, Umar Pulaver. Malay and  Chinese 
government  secondary  schools were  also  started.     
 
MOE continued to move to centralize education initiated since 1957,  requiring 
government-aided schools to transfer to it, authority over   educational matters and the 
appointment and transfer of principals and teachers.  In some cases, MOE asked, for 
example, the  Infant Jesus (IJ)     schools  to set up a  convent school board,   
 
to oversee the management of Infant Jesus schools while leaving educational 
policies in the hands of the newly formed MOE. Being an aided school, the 
appointment of principals in IJ schools could no longer be made by sisters. The 
BOM (Board of Management) was however, empowered to nominate 
principals, with all appointments being subject to prior approval by MOE, and 
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In the area of teacher education, MOE  initiated  procedures for common teacher training 
in the  Teachers’ Training College in 1959  to  train teachers to deliver a common 
curriculum in the different  streams (Malay, Chinese, Tamil)  and in English. 
  
MOE   directed schools  to   institute a  common curriculum and syllabus of   
Malayanized textbooks and syllabuses for government and government-aided school in 
the four language media. Accompanying this common curriculum were procedures  to  
standardize  the examination system and assessments.  Thus MOE put in place procedures 
in 1960  for  the Primary School Leaving Exam (PSLE)  to be conducted in all the four 
official languages. Private candidates up to a certain age  limit  were admitted to these 
exams from 1961.  The 6-3-3 system of education in Chinese schools was replaced  by 
the 6-4-2 system in 1961  (Yip: 1990, 34).  By 1966,   school leaving examinations were  
conducted for all language streams by MOE at both the School Certificate and the Higher 
School Certificate levels (Doraisamy: 1969).   
 
Also with respect to a  common curriculum,  MOE directed schools to offer Malay as a  
subject in schools.  It also specified  the requirement  for new   teachers to take Malay as 
a condition of  their confirmation and teachers already in the service had  to  study the  
Malay language up to Standard One  level.  Those continuing on to  Standard II and 
Standard III received monetary incentives,  $300  for passing  Standard II  level and  $500  
for Standard III.    
 
Although MOE directives supported the different streams of schools through  the 
principle of equal treatment,  it also put in place procedures for the schools to form 
integrated schools which combined two or three language  streams under one roof.  The 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
127
rationale behind this was for racial understanding and harmony. This was easily 
maneuvered  for government schools in which MOE exercised direct authority but not so 
for government-aided schools such as mission schools who had some discretion in this 
area.     
 
Mid-1960s to  1978 
 
In the 1965 to 1978 period, there were important continuities with the previous period. 
With independence in 1965, MOE  directives  on equal funding  of schools, common 
educational  administration of schools, and a common curriculum still applied.  However  
in response to  the  state’s  intention for a changed bilingual policy that stressed both 
English and the vernacular language, equally, MOE developed specific procedures for its   
implementation in schools. 
 
These involve directives  to the different kinds of schools33 existing at the time with 
respect  to  the use of  English and the   vernacular language. For  the    English   medium  
schools,  students  were to  study   English  as the first language (EL1)  and  their mother 
tongue as the second language, whether   Chinese (CL2), Malay (ML2) or Tamil (TL2).  
It also specified that the  student’s  second language (L2) must be his or her designated 
mother tongue i.e., Mandarin for Chinese students, Malay for Malay students, and Tamil 
for Indian students.  For the vernacular media schools,  on the other hand, MOE specified 
the vernacular, whether Chinese, Malay, or Tamil as the first language and English as 
                                                 
33
 It should be remembered that  in this period, the education system is constituted of  government and 
government aided schools.  Government schools  existing at   this time could be  English and the vernacular   
(Chinese, Indian, or Malay).   Government-aided include  the mission schools,  and the vernaculars, who 
have some limited autonomy.  There were few private schools at the time, some of them mission or 
Chinese.   
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second language.  Later, it  required its  primary one students  to  take  science and 
mathematics  in English.     
 
The language exposure time for the second  language of the different schools was 
increased  in  1972 and in  1975  to a target  of   40%  of curriculum time  (Yip: 1990,11).  
Also, the Primary School Leaving Exam (PSLE) was modified  to give double-weight to  
the second language,  thus  enhancing  the importance of the vernacular for English 
schools and English for the vernacular schools.  
     
These manifold  changes  of   bilingual policy  were  justified by  MOE with  a  discourse 
which saw  English  as the language of  economic development, and the vernaculars as 
the “vehicle for    preserving cultural values and identity” (Lai: 1995).  Also Bokhorst-
Heng (1998)  refers to  a  linguistic pragmatism    which  dichotomized  English and  the  
second language, English for science and math and economic development and the 
mother tongue languages for cultural retention.    
 
MOE   continued with  directives related to other  aspects of  the common curriculum:  
continuation of the  daily school  ritual of  flag-raising, singing of the  national anthem,  
and  pledge-taking; the compulsory study of the new  Education For Living course for 
primary schools (Civics for secondary schools); and a focus on  physical education  and  
extra-curricular  activities. 
 
Also, MOE directives/procedures for  the  training of  teachers at the Teachers’ Training 
College  (TTC) preparing teachers in all four language streams and in a  common  
curriculum continued.   By  1972,  the Institute of Education (IE)   provided pre-service, 
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in-service,   and further professional training for teachers   and school administrators.   In 
addition, IE   was delegated the responsibility  to conduct  education research  relevant to 
Singapore’s needs.      
 
To sum up,  in the 1965 to 1979 period, MOE responded  to state elite intentions   with 
regard to educational policy for the purpose of economic development and nation  
building. In doing so,  MOE created specific directives and procedures to change the 
material and symbolic environment in which teachers worked.  Essentially in this period,  
MOE  focused  on the  provision of   education to the masses and  supported the 
industrialization of Singapore and with the development of secondary and technical 
education.   Furthermore,   MOE directives aimed to institute  a culture of  bilingualism 
within a multilingualism  framework, multiracialism, and meritocracy in schools.    
 
 
1979-1996  Efficiency-Driven Education  (EDE)  
 
In this period,   in response to   changed  state   principles of education  to avoid wastage 
and inefficient use of resources, MOE formulated procedures to introduce streaming in 
1980.  This involved  fundamental   changes    in   school  organization and  curriculum.  
 
MOE  directed schools, in 1980,   to reorganize  into  a new system, the New Education 
Policy of  language-based streaming.  In the first three years of primary school, students  
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were to  follow a  common curriculum  but thereafter  streamed into three streams  
beginning in primary four.  These three streams were the:    
 
1. Normal Bilingual (“N”) course,  a  three-year upper primary course leading to the  
Primary School Leaving Exam (PSLE).  Students were to take    English language as the 
first language and one of the  Chinese language  (CL), Malay language (ML) or Tamil 
language (TL) as the second language, depending  on their designated “race”.    
 
2.  Extended Bilingual (“E”) course, a five-year upper primary  course   leading to the 
same PSLE as above.   Students were to take two languages,   EL  and  CL,  ML, or  TL 
and had two years of extra time to complete this course. 
 
3.   Monolingual (“M”) a five-year course upper primary course leading to  the    Primary 
School Proficiency Examination (PSPE).  Students take  English and Mathematics.  The 
second language  (Chinese, Malay, or Tamil)  is  offered as   an oral exam. (Yip, 1990, 
18).   The PSPE is unlike the PSLE in which the subjects offered are English as a first  
language, science and math.  
 
Students were  streamed  based  on  test results in  English, mathematics, and the second 
language.   Schools were  required to  set  the  examinations using test items from the 
MOE’s Item Bank maintained at the Evaluation and Assessment Branch of MOE to 
ensure fairness and equality and   comparability of standards in the school-based end-of-
year Primary Three streaming  exams.  Also,  streaming was  partly based on  tests 
conducted in the first three years of primary education.  These  were to be administered as  
mid-year and end-of-year semestral examinations and  class tests or continual 
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assessments in the first three years of their primary education course.  Students were 
channeled into the three streams according to a 60-20-20  proportion.  Sixty per cent  
would be students   who  had  passed the  Primary 3 exams and thereby  qualified  for the  
“N” course;  twenty per cent  would be students who had  failed  the Primary Three 
exams but passed the Primary Two and  would attend  the ‘E’ Course.  Those failing both 
the Primary Two and Three exams and an Achievement Test administered by the MOE  
will be streamed to the “M” course.  There was a provision for  parents to determine the 
stream they wished their child to attend  and to request a lateral   transfer  from one 
stream to another.          
 
In the New Education System (NES), the bilingual  policy was continued,  more strongly 
and particularly in the first three years of the primary curriculum on pedagogical grounds.  
This  was for students to attain a firm foundation in both their languages for the learning 
of content in the other subjects at the upper primary level.  Thus  about  fifty per cent  of  
the time was allocated to language acquisition from Primary One to Primary Three.  In 
terms of subjects, in the Normal and Extended courses, students studied both languages.  
Other subjects taught included mathematics,  moral education,  art and craft, music, 
physical and health education. Science is taken at Primary  Three and Social Studies, 
which combined History and Geography at Primary Four. In the Monolingual course, 
students studied only one language – English, with the Second language offered only as a 
Spoken Second Language. Other subjects included in the curriculum of the  Monolingual 
course were: arithmetic, moral education, physical education, health education,  music, as 
well as workshop practice  for boys and domestic science for girls.    
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Also  in terms of  curriculum,  following the recommendation of the Ong Teng Cheong 
Report on Moral Education (1979), MOE  directed schools to introduce  a  new  primary  
program,  “Good Citizen”.  The program would   socialize  students  to a common set of 
desirable moral values  in  personal   behaviour  (demeanour, deportment), social 
responsibility and national loyalty (patriotism).  The program would  be taught  in the 
Mother tongue  by  trained Moral Education teachers and serve as a cultural ballast 
against the “extraneous influences  … which have perverted the character of our people” 
as well as help the Singapore society to “remain cohesive under  stress” (The Straits 
Times: 17 Sept. 1979).   
 
Subsequently, MOE came up with procedures to implement the Gifted Education 
Program  (GEP)  introduced  in 1984. It was argued on  pedagogical grounds that an  
intellectually gifted child  would benefit from  an educational experience that is best 
suited to his/her ability and aptitude. The GEP curriculum is an enriched version of the 
regular one with more depth in subject matter  (Yip: 1990).  
  
At the same time, MOE directed the establishment of the Underachiever Program in the 
1980s to help students with the ability but underachieving for various reasons. These 
students eligible for this program could be receiving good marks, but considered still 
capable of achieving higher.  Counselling was  started in 1977.  Later,  the Learning 
Support Program was implemented to help Primary One and Primary Two students tested 
as requiring extra assistance to  catch up with peers in the same grade.   
 
As mentioned, MOE directives supported equal treatment of the four language streams of 
education. However, when it became clear that the vernacular  schools  were being 
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phased out,  MOE  instituted procedures for the creation of  Special Assistance Program 
schools  which offered Chinese and English as the first language.    
 
Also,  in  1983,  MOE  officially  announced that by 1988, English would be taught as the 
first language and the vernacular as second in all government and government-aided 
schools (Vasil, 93). Thus, after a long process of transformation in which PAP  ostensibly 
supported vernacular school, they were allowed  to wither away as  parents chose  English  
(national)  schools   that the PAP promoted.  Malay medium schools had all closed down 
by  1976;  Tamil  medium schools by 1982. Only Chinese medium schools  still operated 
until  1987 but their enrolment was less than  one per cent of  all  Primary One  
enrolments (Hong: 2006, 18). 
   
In 1991,   MOE directives  initiated some fine tuning of the  primary school education 
system.  Streaming was  modified and  postponed to Primary Four.   The three language 
streams at Primary Five and Primary Six were designated    EM1 (English and Mother 
Tongue at first language level); EM2 (English at first language level and  Mother Tongue  
at second language level);  and EM3   (English and Mother Tongue at third language 
level) and  EMO (English and  MT oral only).   Special Assistance Schools (SAP)  were 
also continued. In    1995, there were  ten primary SAP schools. 
   
During the early part of this period,  MOE implemented procedures granting  principals 
greater responsibility in the management of their schools. Besides being responsible as 
before for  guiding, supervising, and assessing  teachers,   MOE directives made 
principals  responsible for developing school work plans. This involved specifying  a 
brief three-year rolling plan and a detailed annual work plan for implementing and 
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evaluating the  instructional program of their schools.  A special program at the National 
Institute of Education (NIE) was instituted to train principals. Subsequently, new 
procedures  in 1988  added  the position of Head of Department (HOD) to the system of 
school management  to aid principals as their responsibilities expanded.       
 
MOE also introduced a new system of school appraisal in 1980 towards creating greater 
efficiency in school management. This consisted of two components:  self-appraisal and 
external appraisals.  External appraisals were  carried out by a team of school inspectors 
supported by relevant subject specialists.  The findings and recommendations of the 
external appraisal team are conveyed to the school in the form of an external appraisal 
report. On the basis of external appraisal,  the school is to develop follow-up activities as 
well as draw up action plans for the areas identified as requiring improvement (Yip: 
1990).  
       
MOE  instituted  procedures that  were to have an impact on  primary schools in this 
period.  Since 1992,34  MOE has  followed procedures ranking all   secondary and junior 
colleges  annually by publishing their  results  in  local newspapers. The official 
justification is that parents and students must be provided with better information to make 
intelligent and informed choices (Tan: 2005, 96).  These procedures and directives of 
MOE  directed at schools had  specific effects such as increasing competition in primary 
schools which  will be discussed under school responses. 
 
                                                 
34
 Schools were ranked on their exact academic scores.  In these rankings, the top fifty  secondary  schools 
were ranked individually based on the average 'O' level performances of their students.      
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To summarize, in  terms of MOE responses to changing State intentions and principles 
with regard to educational policy, there were two noticeable periods of  responses.  The 
first period, from 1959 to  1979 is  characterized  by MOE directives that expanded its  
authority and control over educational matters in schools, continued the promotion of  
mass education (primary schools); expanded secondary and technical education; and 
introduced bilingual education and national schools in 1966.  In the 1979-1996 period, 
MOE directives  focused on  quality  education by national  streaming and later the 
ranking of schools;  the decentralization of schools emphasizing principal accountability. 
These initiatives were created in response to with regard to educational policy.   
 
School Responses   
 
The purpose of this section is to examine primary school responses to  significant  MOE 
directives and procedures in the 1959-1996 period. School   responses create the teachers’ 
immediate work situation as they introduce  new cultural forms (procedures, rules and 
regulations) related to changes in aspects of school organization, curriculum/pedagogy  
and school management.    
 
School responses to MOE directives and procedure from 1959-1978  had the effect of 
creating a primary school system in which English was the primary language of 
instruction.  From 1979 to 1996, it had the general effect of creating a school environment 
of competition and focus on academic credentials.     
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1959-1978:  Primary Schools  and the Expansion of State Control    
  
This period may be divided into two relatively distinct stages from 1959 to   mid-1965  
and from   mid-1965 to 1978.  In the 1959 to mid-1965 period, schools responded to 
continuing and changing  MOE directives and procedures related to principles of 
universal education,  reorganization of management under the authority of MOE, and  a 
common curriculum. From 1965 to 1978, schools continued to respond to these  changes, 
but in addition  to changes in bilingual policy.     
 
 
1959 to Mid-1965  
 
Focusing on the 1959 to  mid-1965 period,  before Independence,  I highlight the school 
responses, although this varied depending on the different types of primary schools.  For 
government-aided schools, a process begun in 1957 was continued as government-aided 
(mission and vernacular schools)    restructured their  Boards of Management or Boards 
of  Governors to give MOE final authority over educational matters, such as the 
curriculum to follow,  the appointment and transfer of  teachers and principals (although  
Boards could nominate principals)  and the payment of teachers’ and principals’ salaries.  
Thus,  mission schools such as the  Convent of the Holy Infant Jesus (CHIJ) were no 
longer totally controlled by the church and   “sisters became more like administrators.” 
This applied to the case of  vernacular schools too, such as the Chinese schools which 
were no longer totally under the control of clans or dialect groups. As for government 
schools,  they were under the control of MOE and many modified or created  a   
management structure to include a Board, similar to the government-aided schools.   
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          




The response of  government-aided schools  to MOE directives/procedures  for 
transferring educational authority to it were met with reservation and resistence.   As   
Yip  (1990)  notes with regard to the Chinese schools,      
 
the Chinese school committees responded cautiously to the government’s   
offer to pay  teachers in all schools….Only gradually did the MOE acquire  the 
right to hire and fire teachers and principals. Even then, the right was exercised   
gently, for fear of arousing defiance!     
 
As for mission schools, they were  concerned that the withdrawal of  their role in hiring of 
teachers would mean the transfer of teachers who were not  fellow religionists with 
consequences in changing the religious character of their schools.     
 
Government-aided schools responded to MOE procedures to universalize education by 
opening their admission35 to eligible students from the surrounding neighbourhood 
regardless of race, gender and class background.   Previously, these schools tended to 
admit mainly fellow religionists,    members of their community or previous alumni. Thus 
mission schools,  such as the Anglo-Chinese School in 1961 opened their primary 
admission to  non old boys or girls. Chinese schools opened admission to those not 
members  of  the clan or dialect group supporting the school.  Similarly Malay and Tamil 
schools did the same.     
 
School also  responded to MOE directives by implementing a national  curriculum which 
“all schools had to adhere to” (CHIJ: 2004). This included  a  variety of curricular 
changes such as the introduction of Malay classes to students. Also incorporated as part 
                                                 
35
 Government schools were  already doing this. 
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of school rituals were the Malaysian national anthem, reciting the pledge, and raising the  
flag during school opening   exercises.        
 
Acceptance of these curricular changes was not automatic. Yip quoting Lee Kuan Yew 
noted: 
 
It was several years after PAP took office in 1959, before MOE could assert the 
right to determine what was to be taught in schools.… asserting the authority of 
the Ministry was a difficult and dangerous operation.   
 
As Yip further  quotes  from   Lee Kuan Yew: 
 
This was the parlous position of the Ministry of Education and its  Directors in 
the 1950s and 60s. There were periodic arrests and detention of communist 
school teachers and students. Students suspected of being government 
informers were assassinated. Hapless school principals who valiantly  tried to 
assert their authority were beaten up. It was in the late 1960s before our 
authority was established (Lee Kuan Yew).   
 
 
Similarly  mission schools were concerned  that they were no longer able to teach their 
moral values based on their religious teachings. They had to confine religious instruction, 
such as catechism outside curriculum time.  Chinese, Malay, and Tamils schools were 
concerned that the quality of their language education would decline with the changes 
towards more government control of their curriculum.   
 
In this period, some schools responded to MOE directives to implement integrated 
schools, in which two or three different language streams combined under one principal, 
but existed as separate streams. These were  promoted as  conducive to ethnic/racial 
intermingling and as the emerging type of government school. It was mainly the 
government schools  (English, Chinese,  Malay, and Tamil) that integrated, mainly 
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because they were  already directly under government control. Mission schools did not 
become integrated schools.  These integrated schools however were not viewed as 




In the period after  independence, from  1965 to 1978, the different types of   schools by 
language stream (integrated, English mission, and  Chinese, Malay, Tamil vernacular) 
responded to MOE directives by restructuring themselves according to the  state 
principles of bilingual policy, which created major changes in their school organization 
and curriculum.   
 
As noted, the changed bilingual policy required the different kinds of schools to give 
greater emphasis to their second language component. For the   English   government and  
government-aided schools such as  mission schools   which taught English as first 
language, this would mean increasing the   exposure time of the second language which 
would be the one of the    vernacular languages.  For the vernacular schools  in which the 
vernacular was the first language, this would mean increasing the exposure time for the   
English language,  and  later  providing  math and science instruction in English.    
 
All schools were eventually to offer the vernacular as  a  second language. The vernacular 
was also used as a medium for teaching  moral education in which vernacular teachers 
taught. The course was called Education for Living   (EFL) in primary schools. This 
process was gradual, as the language instruction time was increased such  that by 1974, 
50% of the instruction time was in English and the vernacular  each  (Yip: 1990).       
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In implementing these changes, schools  changed themselves to conform with MOE 
requirements, implementing a curriculum divided into the teaching of English as a 
subject, and using English as the medium for teaching   mathematics and science.  The 
vernacular was taught as a subject and was used as a medium for the teaching of  moral 
education. The specific form of the implementation depended on the student population in 
terms of their ethnic characteristics, which would require introduction of  the relevant 
vernacular language.    
 
For the integrated schools,  one of the teacher respondents (#25)   interviewed tells about 
the one she taught in 1966 which had  merged an English and Malay stream. The English 
stream at that time offered English as the first language and the different vernaculars, 
Malay, Chinese, and Indian, and the Malay stream  offered Malay as a first language and  
English as a second language.  Thus #25 went over to the Malay stream to teach Malay 
students science in English.   Over time, however, the Malay stream was phased out  by 
the 1970s,  leaving  only the English stream which transformed the school into an English 
national school.     
 
The vernacular schools  responded by introducing the bilingual policy and the   teaching 
of mathematics and science in English. English as a Second Language was also taught. 
Thus schools responses in implementing the bilingual policy initiated changes in the 
hierarchy of subjects within primary   schools,  with an equal offering of  vernacular and 
English in early primary years, but with the introduction of science in the third year, and 
the gradual dominance of English by Primary Six.  However, in the PSLE, Chinese and 
English subjects  were  given equal weight in the  Primary Six  examination.   
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In this period, vernacular schools responded by changing to the English stream  as parents 
were given freedom to choose the language stream for their children   Pragmatically, they 
chose English for enhanced job opportunities which required English language 
competence. Chinese schools, in 1978 had shrunk to constitute only 11.2% of Singapore 
schools. Thus, schools such as  Pei Chun, a Chinese school set up by the Hainanese 
community, switched to English in 1979 and involved the school population in an all-
inclusive effort to learn English. 
 
1978-1996: Primary Schools and the Focus on Efficiency and Excellence  
 
In this period, primary  schools - government and government-aided - aligned their rules 
and regulations to changed MOE directives,  transforming their school culture.  
Beginning in 1979, schools  implemented  the New Economic Policy on streaming, 
restructuring themselves into the three specified   streams, the Normal, Extended, and 
Monolingual, with a differentiated   curriculum. They moved away from the previous 
non-streamed and uniform   curriculum  for all students.       
 
In this period, schools transformed themselves towards higher levels of academic 
achievement.  Some  primary  schools with top  scores on academic achievement, such as  
St. Nicholas CHIJ and Nanhua, both strong in the Chinese language offered to become  
SAP schools when the program was started in 1979. Rosyth,  Raffles Girls’, and Anglo-
Chinese Schools   responded to the government’s  offer  to  hold  or requested to offer  the  
gifted  program  that was   introduced in  1984.        
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Also, schools responded to changes in the appraisal system of schools.  As Yip (1990) 
notes, in 1980,  
 
a start was made in the orientation  of principals and key teachers for the  
(school) self-appraisal exercise and by the middle of the following 
year,…virtually all primary and secondary schools in the country had been 
prepared for the exercise.     
 
In terms of school management,  by   1979,  principals responded to MOE directives to 
make them more accountable to the schools they headed by   submitting three year rolling 
plans and a one year plan with specific targets for achievement. Yip (1990) notes that 
within a few months schools had submitted   this.   
   
Schools responded to MOE directives to increase the  efficiency and excellence of  
schools.  Already by the mid-1980’s, schools were aiming  to increase their achievement 
level and marketing themselves with pamphlets, advertising their accomplishments and 
offering talks to parents looking for schools (#25).  This was further intensified in 1991 
with rankings which published the results of secondary and junior colleges in newspapers. 
The school response to this was generally to try to improve their academic standing 
(PSLE scores) so that  their graduating students could be eligible for top secondary 
schools and  parents of incoming students would therefore choose to send their children to 
their school.  Also,  many schools made it mandatory for teachers to conduct remedials 
and the use of worksheets as a means to raise achievement (#25).  Thus the schools 
responses to MOE procedures created a competitive educational environment. Some 
government schools became quite good,   comparable to some of the  government-aided 
schools.  
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In summary, in the period from 1978 to 1996, schools responded to MOE directives by 
restructuring their organization and curriculum to include  streaming procedures and to 
focus on academic efficiency and examination excellence.  
 
To summarize for the period from 1959 to 1996 school responses to state policy via 
adherence to changing MOE procedures and rules and regulations   led to the creation of 
an educational system and schools that assumed the cultural form of being multilingual, 
multicultural, and meritocratic. This constituted a major change in the educational and 
school field from the educational  status quo during British colonial days.   
 
 
Response of Teachers     
 
This section will present the responses of teachers to the changing  situations created by 
state policy via MOE directives and school rules and regulations in the industrial period. 
However, this section goes beyond the responses.  Following my theoretical framework, I 
analyze these responses in action/social interaction  for its  consequences in  creating and 
recreating the core elements of teacher culture. The five elements  of teacher culture 
identified from my analysis of the data are: a qualified openness to educational change; an  
appreciation of  multilingualism;  a  belief in  racial harmony;  a  belief in  meritocracy;   
and  a  qualified  acceptance of  educational authority.  The presentation  in this and the 
next chapter  is organized  according to these     five   elements of  teacher   culture.   In 
this chapter,  I focus  on the industrial period, and in Chapter Six the post-industrial 
period.    
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Qualified  Openness to   Educational  Change   
 
In this section,  I focus the discussion on how  teachers in response to the  educational 
changes  from 1959-1996 developed an attitude of qualified openness to  educational 
change. By  openness to change,  I   follow   the teachers’ meanings, “accepting  and  
adapting  to  new trends, new concepts,  and  new things  that are coming up” (#8) and  
“open to alternative ways of doing things” (#21). By qualified openness, I mean that this 
openness is   qualified by resistance in its various forms.  
 
During the colonial period,  the pace of change in schools was  measured.   For example, 
Chinese schools  traditionally  Confucian did not experience major change until 1900 
mirroring educational developments in China.  Similarly the Malay government schools 
traditionally Malay and Muslim did not experience much change until the  
implementation of an industrial arts curriculum in 1918. During the Japanese Occupation, 
schools underwent major change being  discontinued  or  restructured   according to  
Japanese dictates.  The return of  the  British after World War II brought on  major 
changes again.  The British  had  realized that the  system of separate language schools 
constituted a barrier to the unity required for the development of citizenship 
consciousness. Its  policy to unify the schools by introducing the use of English met with 
much resistance to the change, particularly from the Chinese.  
 
Creation and Recreation of Qualified Openness to Educational   Change  
 
The PAP, in tune with its vision of nation-building and industrial    development in 1959-
1996, imposed changing policies via MOE which required schools to implement. These 
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polices created an evolving change situation in schools.   Teachers note that in this early 
to late  industrial period,  the pace of change started to increase by the mid-1980s or 
1990s.  They note specific changes that  created particular problems to which they had to 
adjust.   These include in the  1959-1978  period, the change to bilingual education and  
English medium schools (national school)36 and in the 1979-1996  period the changes 
associated with efficiency-driven education with the move to streaming,  intensification 
of quality education,   and  changes in pedagogy. 
 
 
(a)  1959-1978    Responding   to  Bilingual Policy: Transfers to National and 
                     Vernacular  Bilingual Schools  
 
By 1959,  many  government and government-aided schools had started to  introduce  the 
teaching of  second language  instruction as a consequence of  this  being  promoted  by 
the British towards the end of the colonial regime but such classes were optional. Thus 
the different schools introduced their respective second languages:  the vernacular schools  
whose first language was vernacular  started to introduce English as a subject; and  the 
English mission and government schools started or continued to offer their second 
language (Chinese,  Malay, and Tamil).  In   1966, the   PAP’s bilingual policy made it 
compulsory for all government and government-aided schools  (vernacular and English 
medium)  to  provide  second language instruction,   subsequently increasing the exposure 
time of the second language requirement to thirty per cent  in 1974. Thus  vernacular 
schools who had their vernacular as first language were now required to introduce  
                                                 
36
 According to teacher informants (#2, #29),  the   term “national schools” was not used  in this period. 
National schools   refer  to the  English medium schools in which English was the medium of instruction 
(the  first language)  and the  vernaculars  (Chinese, Malay, and Tamil)    as  the   second language. It 
appears the term started to be used after  1988, when by that time, most schools had switched to  English 
medium.   
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English as a second language subject, and later the teaching of mathematics and science 
in English.    English schools were to  increase the  exposure time to the  second language 
(Chinese, Malay, or Tamil) and the teaching of moral education in the vernacular 
language.   At the same time,  the  PAP  introduced the integrated schools which  placed 
two or three different streams together under one   principal. In following the bilingual 
policy, there would be interchange between the different streams in these integrated 
schools as English teachers taught English classes in the vernacular stream  and 
vernacular teachers taught vernacular in the English or other streams. Gradually the 
vernacular  and integrated schools changed to English  stream as a result of parents  
choosing37  this stream for its economic and occupational value. By  1988, the 
government  declared that all schools should change to English stream  “national 
schools.38 
 
Along with bilingual policy,  schools were to  continue to  follow the policy of open 
admission to students. Thus schools were becoming multilingual, multiracial, and  multi-
religious although the extent differed dependent on the surrounding areas from which the 
school drew its student  population.    
 
In this period, MOE shifted teachers from one type of school to another  according to the 
requirements of the bilingual policy. For example,  vernacular teachers were transferred 
to English schools whether government-aided   (Catholic or Christian mission schools)  or  
                                                 
37
 In this early period, the State supported  vernacular (Chinese, Malay, and Tamil) schools, however giving 
preference  to “national  schools”  (the  English stream  government and mission  schools at that time 
closely approximated these national schools since these schools were English medium with English as the 
first language).  This preference, however, was not “publicly stated” (#29); the   state emphasized the 
importance of both English and  vernacular languages.  Thus  English was introduced into vernacular 
schools through a gradual process culminating in their transformation to English medium schools by the 
late 1970s and  1980s. 
38
 Interesting  the English medium schools were not referred to as national schools before 1988,  likely  for 
political reasons.   
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government (integrated  and later national schools)  to teach the vernacular.  English 
teachers were transferred to  vernacular schools  (Chinese, Malay, or Tamil) to teach 
English.  Also,  there were teacher transfers  from the same type of school to another, for 
example, Chinese vernacular to another Chinese vernacular school. Many of these 
transfers  involved  going to  rural areas or  “dry areas’ where the population was rather 
small, usually in the outskirts, in suburban areas, including kampongs.   
 
I discuss the group of vernacular teachers transferred to English medium schools first.  
For those vernacular  teachers who were monolingual and  lacking experience of working 
in a multiracial environment, which constituted  a  majority of the vernacular  teachers at 
the time, this was a  drastic change.   For example,  #8  a Malay teacher had  taught in the  
purely monolingual and mono-cultural environment of Malay schools from 1959 to 1965.  
He  grew up in an all-Malay kampong,  attended Malay schools up to Standard VII and  
thus had little exposure to the English language and a multiracial school   environment.   
When transferred to a  English medium government  school  in 1965,  he was “shocked,”  
felt “second class”  as he   experienced  problems in understanding  the  principal’s 
instructions, communicating  with colleagues  and handling student discipline.  Thus his  
initial  openness to the change  was qualified by such feelings.    However,  he  notes that 
he and Malay teachers like  him,   
 
…  most of us are quickly changed and try to adapt to the situation. Like me, I 
know the situation, I thought I must change or otherwise I left behind... I    was 
young at that time, so I still got  long way to go and this  trend like that, I have 
to adapt myself,… at that time  I was in my  twenties.  The   English language 
is not easy to learn, until now, still have problem with past participle.       
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Thus,   #8  interpreted the  problem as one of  communication and started to learn  
English. In terms of his actions and interactions in response, #8  befriended  his  English 
colleagues,  found  joy  in   “mixing  and  singing”   with them.  He   practiced  his   
English without minding  being laughed at by students  since  his attitude was that 
English was not his native language so making errors was  not shameful. As his English 
improved, the principal   gave him  English subjects to teach and over time, his initial 
discomfort turned to openness to the change. 
 
Similarly, other Malay teachers like #8,  initially felt  second class. Some  took English 
course offered by MOE, after which they started to teach English subjects such as 
mathematics and science improving their  English proficiency further as they taught.  
Thus these teachers as an outcome of their adjustment  changed from their initial 
resistance to acceptance of their transfer to national schools.   
 
A  Chinese teacher, #10,  also  referred to   the “big change,”  feeling like   “second class” 
when he was transferred from a vernacular to  a national school     in  the 1970s in which 
he   taught   for  three  years.  Like #8, his background was  monolingual and  
monocultural. He had grown up in a Chinese kampong,  attended  Chinese  schools  
nearby  and  later taught in different Chinese   schools in which students, parents and 
colleagues were mostly  Chinese dialect speaking. Similar  to #8, he lacked English 
proficiency and faced a    multilingual and multiracial student population in the national 
school.     
 
In response to the transfer, although not happy and feeling second  class,   #10 started to 
take English lessons privately. In school,  he applied himself using his mastery of the 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
149
Chinese language and  his  sports ability to advantage.  With respect to the former, the  
principal “saw that he could do things” and  “asked him to help her  in a school 
exhibition, to use Chinese to write names.”  This brought some fame to the school as this 
was reported in the local   newspaper.   With respect to the latter, he was able to  organize 
an all-Chinese   basketball team  which won several competitions.   #10 therefore adapted 
to the change  by learning English and integrating his existent language and sports skills  
to  the new situation.    
  
Similar  to the Malay teachers mentioned, #33 a Chinese teacher  tells about  his difficult 
transition to national schools. He adjusted  by  attending  a course offered by MOE  to 
learn English and converted  to teach mathematics and science in English.  
 
Thus, in response, these young vernacular (monolingual) teachers who initially felt  
shocked and  second class adjusted by developing their English  proficiency to  be able to 
teach  English subjects  or  integrated other valued   skills to do well in the English 
environment of national schools. As they  found their knowledge of English useful in 
providing for a sense of  gratification  and communicative convenience,  in their teaching, 
in relating to  English-speaking colleagues, their initial shock and feeling of second class  
over time  was transformed into acceptance of  the change to  national schools.   
 
For the group of  vernacular teachers  who taught Tamil, all were English-knowing39.  
#16  began her career teaching in 1964  in a  rural  Tamil school  in which she was a 
bilingual teacher, teaching Tamil (as a language subject)  and  mathematics in English 
                                                 
39
 As noted, many in the Tamil community  very early became English-knowing as many   had 
attended English government or mission schools.   
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and was transferred to a government school  in 1975   as a  Tamil teacher.  #19 transferred 
to a Catholic  mission school for boys  in  1981  from a    Tamil school40  in which he had 
been teaching since 1963  as a  bilingual teacher teaching Tamil (language) and 
mathematics in English.  #20 was  posted  to a Chinese school as a Tamil teacher. These 
teachers because of their English-knowing did not mention  major   problems in adjusting 
to the change to bilingual policy and national schools as they were already bilingual.     
 
For the  group of English teachers who were  posted to vernacular schools to teach 
English because of the bilingual policy, their actions/interactions in response compared to 
the vernacular teachers transferred to national schools were different.  #2 tells about  
some of  these  Chinese  English teachers who had transferred to the rural  Chinese 
schools.  They  were “miserable”  since   they found it difficult to teach Chinese  students 
who had the attitude that learning English was foreign41 and did not want to learn English.  
His friends  adapted by using  dialect  to communicate with colleagues and  students. 
Also  with “no choice but to communicate”,  they  learned some Mandarin  through 
listening and as well developed close-nit relationships with  colleagues  typical of these 
small kampong schools at the time. Subsequently, the initial   unhappiness of these 
teachers  changed to  acceptance of the   change.42  
 
#8 tells about  English teachers (ethnically Chinese)43 transferred to the  Malay school in 
which he was teaching at the time.  They would have taken an  in-service course provided 
                                                 
40
 This Tamil school was closed down  as part of the general trend in which schools were changing to 
English stream.   
41
 As  #2 notes, children felt this way because  the difference between Chinese and English is so great, the 
former being   pictorial and tonal   and the later based on alphabet.   
42
 There were also  English teachers (Chinese ethnicity)    who transferred to Malay schools 
 (#8)  and Chinese teachers who transferred to Tamil schools  (#29).    
43
 There were very few Malay teachers who were English-knowing   according to #8.  
 Consequently,  most of the English teachers transferred to Malay schools were Chinese in 
 ethnic background.  
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by the Ministry of Education (MOE) for English  teachers transferred to non-English 
schools. They adapted by using their  Malay to communicate and  had less problems in  
teaching English to Malay students since the Malay language share similarities with the 
English language  in being alphabetized. Thus this group of teachers  readily accepted the 
change (#8).   
 
#29   tells about  his friend, an  English teacher of  Chinese background  who was 
transferred to a Tamil school to teach English in the 1960s.  Aside from  the difficulties of 
adjusting to the long commute, typical at that time when teachers were moving to areas 
with no HDB development yet,  he accepted the change and was happy in the new setting 
school enrolment was less, class sizes were smaller, and students were better behaved.   
 
At the same time, there were transfers from the same type of school to another to fulfill 
the requirements of bilingual policy.  #33  notes that he had been    transferred to different 
Chinese-medium schools in the rural areas  in the early 1960s.  He  was initially unhappy 
about the transfers.  As he notes  over time: 
 
yes, I came to accept it and see the meaning even in the rural area.The children 
in the rural area need better education, need teacher with more dedication to 
teach basis of quality education and better future. Over time, my feeling of  




Teachers, therefore,  complied with the transfers but their acceptance was qualified. For 
example,  #25  tells about many teachers in her school being  transferred to  the “dry 
areas” such as the Jurong area in the 1960s. She   complied with the   transfer but  wrote a  
letter to MOE in  a  newspaper  telling the details of her case,  in  a reasoned manner, 
providing a map to indicate the long commute.  Next year, she was transferred  to a 
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school close to her home.  Also   #20 mentioned teachers who when transferred to these  
rurals  schools would “act up hoping to get  fired” though this was uncommon. Some 
teachers  waited for the two years before applying for a  transfer while some others 
developed an attachment  to the school, and stayed on from many years (#2).    
 
Thus, in this  early period of transfers between different types of schools because of 
bilingual policy, most teachers accepted the transfers and adjusted although  initially their 
openness to the change was qualified.  
 
To sum, for this period from 1959-1978, teachers interviewed began to develop a 
qualified openness to change as an element of their culture as an outcome of responses to 
state policies such as bilingual policy and national schools.  However, because this 
change was experienced unevenly among the teachers,  this aspect of teacher culture did 
not appear to be generalized  to the teacher population in this period, but had become so 




(b)  1979-1996: Responding to National Streaming, Intensification of Quality 
                    Education and Pedagogical Changes                 
    
In  this  period,  teachers noted that streaming, and thereafter the turn to quality education 
with its efficiency-driven focus on credentials and academic results and changes in 
pedagogy created problems for them in adjustment.  Teachers in  responding to these 
changes created and recreated their qualified openness to change. I begin with   
streaming, then move on to discuss the turn to “quality” education, and  finally, the  
pedagogical changes.    
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(b.1)    Responding to National Streaming    
 
With the change to streaming in 1980, most primary schools were re-organized into 
Normal, Extended, and Monolingual streams according to achievement on a national test 
taken by  Primary Three students.   
 
There were teachers like #29,  #26 and #17  who  accepted  streaming since they accepted  
MOE’s rationale for it.  As teachers, they do know that students differed  in   intellectual   
abilities and so felt that it  would be beneficial for  students  of different ability  to be 
allowed to  work at their own pace,  with the “brighter ones” moving at a faster pace, and 
the  “slower ones” given more time.     
 
There were many other  teachers  whose initial response to streaming was  qualified: 
“children were much too young to be streamed  at that age  -  at the end of  Primary 
Three” (#24);  “latebloomers might  be affected”(#4); and “the   labelling and dividing 
kids was unfair” (#24, #20).    
 
For this group of teachers whose initial response was qualified, there would be those like 
#24 who  resisted  in the beginning.  But as she said, “just teach la,    the change is done, 
the policy is done, just have to accept (by doing it).”  She   taught Primary Three, the  
year  in which students took the national streaming exam which many teachers called the 
“screaming exam” as  the exam got the   “parents and children all fired up” and students 
“were crying because they had to work harder.”  She thought  the children were “too 
young to endure the drill and the work to prepare them.”  She and the seven other Primary 
Three teachers in her school all talked among themselves through the years, “too young, 
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have to do, but still at the  back of our mind, we  were thinking that the students were  too 
young and also  too much work.”  They would grumble to  each other,  every year 
through the years, “test again, oh my God, such a drain on the teacher, the student.”  She 
taught Primary Three for  nine  years  and felt that she had had enough. Through these 
years her acceptance of  streaming   was  qualified as she “never accepted” it in her heart.   
 
There were those like  #25  who came  to accept streaming. Her   initial reaction to 
streaming was to  ask  how  much  it would help the children  by introducing a slower 
paced stream. When assigned to a Primary Five   Extended class in the 1980s,  she was 
fearful since these students were very bad and  “no teacher would want such a class.”  She 
noted that when she actually taught this course and built up the rapport with the students, 
she developed the motivation to want to continue to teach Extended classes which she 
taught for eight years. She developed specific strategies to help the students. Noting that 
the students had problems with English and that this affected their comprehension of 
other subjects such as mathematics, she focused on helping  the students to improve their  
English and found that when she did this they started to improve  in  their  mathematics 
and other subjects. Also,  she used Primary Three textbooks, although her class was a 
Primary Five  one to teach the students. She found that through her teaching, the students 
were able to achieve. At the end of one of her Primary Six  Extended classes,  a number 
of her students could go to the  Express stream in secondary school due to the extra time 
to catch up, and  a few others to  the   Polytechnic.   The  rest  of her students all passed 
and went on to the Normal Academic or Normal Technical stream in secondary school. 
Thus #25  in the process of  her adjustments in teaching Extended classes  overcame her 
initial fear, doubt or   resistance to accept the change.     
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Similarly #8, a Malay language teacher, who was initially not very sure about streaming 
observed its benefits and value through his teaching of Extended and Monolingual  Malay 
classes. As he notes: 
   
Kids can learn according to their capability amongst their group (in the 
Extended or Monolingual group). Teacher have more time to tackle the 
problem, find a way to look after them,  give them  proper way  to make  their 
lesson better,… some teachers adopt new methods, also give more attention, 
guide  them, make   them interested in learning.    
 
 
Thus #8’s initial doubt to streaming was replaced with acceptance to the change,  as he 
found he had more time to spend with these students  and  as he  found his  modified or 
new teaching strategies to support such students relatively “successful” as  students were 
learning and achieving. Thus, he    received  much  gratification therefrom  and  thus over 
time his initial doubt changed to acceptance.  
 
(b.2)  Responding to the Intensification of Quality Education 
 
Beginning with streaming, the teachers’ work situation gradually moved towards the 
intensification of quality  education,  the efficiency driven focus on credentials and 
academic examination results.  This was created as schools  implemented national 
streaming; school banding44; the A-star system45 of grading;  and   in  199246  the  ranking 
of  secondary schools.      
                                                 
44
 In the previous period,  classes were mixed ability as  schools generally did not  band  the classes in the  
different grade levels.  With  national  streaming in 1980, many schools started to band their grade levels 
according to high or low ability level classes with mixed classes in between.     
45
 In the A-star system, finer distinctions were made in examination scores. This included the Astar which 
identifies a score of  ninety percent or over, an  A grade a score of  between seventy-five and ninety  per 
cent,  and so on.  According to the teachers,  the   earlier system   was a  simple  pass/fail one. If a  student 
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In response  to pressures from MOE for high academic results in this period47, principals 
applied more pressure on the teachers to secure  such  results.  Many principals, as in 
#25’s school, made remedials and worksheets  compulsory  as a way to boost the schools’ 
examination passes.     
 
#25  notes that teachers “definitely resisted” remedials since they did not see the  need for 
it.  However, in spite of such reservations they complied and  conducted them after school 
and on Saturday mornings  (#20)48.  With regard to compulsory worksheets, teachers in  
#25’s school were  required to prepare common worksheets for their grade level, for the  
different subjects (English, mathematics, science, and others) and distribute them to all 
the other teachers.  #25  notes that teachers saw this as  tedious because they  had to plan 
the worksheets for every subject; did not feel that there was a need;49  and  would rather  
produce their  own worksheets more tailored to the needs of their class. However as #25 
note: 
 
But we did it as it was one of the things  the principal wanted, so no way we   can argue 
out of it.  The principal would not like it if don’t  use  these common worksheets. Of 
course, we do talk, grumble among each other about having to do all this.       
  
As  #25 said,  most of us did the  worksheets and “started to believe that it was the only 
way and every day we would do. It had become a culture of worksheets” thus indicating 
                                                                                                                                                                                        
scored an  average  of fifty percent  from  their   English, Math, Science, and Second Language results  
combined   they would have  passed.   According to #29, a  student who receive a pass of fifty percent was 
not considered  much better than a student who received  seventy percent.        
46
 Although primary schools were not ranked, secondary school rankings  led to the  implicit ranking of 
primary schools  as   inspectors  would be able to compare achievements among  the primary schools (#20). 
Also  parents would know which were  the  good primary schools in the sense of having  a  high percentage 
of students  gaining admission  to  top-ranked secondary schools.      
47As  #16 notes,  the “inspectors from MOE would always come and ask about results.”  
48
 #25 notes that there were no remedials in 1960 though  some days she would  “get the  children to stay 
back, during recess and actually teach the topic or concept, more like re-mediating, ad hoc, whenever she 
thought  the child needed  extra teaching.”  
49
 #25 and  #29 notes that there were  some principals who also didn’t  feel  the need to have  
    common worksheets  at the time, but not the principal in her school.   
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that the disposition to use worksheets had become  naturalized in the teachers’ collective 
habitus as a  taken for granted part of their job and as a norm of their teaching practice: 
 
 
Even  though not believing in it (worksheets), we would be faithfully doing it 
because it was required by  the  school and management and  the authority 
from the top. It would be like you have to do it and you do it, and after a  while 
it becomes the norm and you continue doing it and say, o.k., this is what we 
have to do,… it  becomes part of your work.      
 
 
She adds that besides the principals and concerned parents pushing the  children to 
achieve, as teachers they would want the children to  achieve. She notes that there was a 
“bit of kiasuism” in this since a teacher, on  hearing that  another teacher had  taught a 
certain concept or topic, would feel that if she  did not teach the same to her children,  
their children would  lose out. It was   “like  everybody (all teachers) wanted to make sure 
that their class excelled.  As #25 notes, “it  was a messy period!” 
    
However, teachers initially resisted the intensification of their work and continued to do 
so as  noted by #29 about a teacher whose locked classroom  cupboard was full of  
worksheets which #29 presumed been not been  handed   out to students to work on. But 
in general, teachers complied and in the process developed new relationships and  
interactions  in which the increased workload became the norm. At the same time, they 
came to derive satisfaction to know that their students were achieving in exams and came 
to judge their success in terms of  their student’s achievement in examinations. Thus as   
an outcome of  teachers’ adjustment as described,  teachers  created and recreated their  
openness  to change but qualified.  
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To summarize, in their  response to  streaming and efficiency-driven education with its 
focus on exams, compulsory remedials and worksheets, teachers created and recreated 
their qualified acceptance of this change. Although many teachers were resistant to these 
changes, with some leaving the educational service (#29)  they complied  and over time, 
created  a negotiated order organized around the preparation of worksheets and for exams. 
As an outcome of these processes of adjustment, teachers individually and collectively 
developed their attitude of qualified  openness to  change.   
 
 
(b.3)   Responding to Pedagogical Changes    
 
In the middle 1980s,  the drive to quality education and  the impetus to learn new methods 
from the West led MOE to introduce different pedagogical approaches to the teaching of 
different subjects which schools were to implement.  In this section, I discuss teachers’ 
response to these pedagogical   changes  first in  the teaching of  English language and 
secondly in the teaching of  mathematics        
 
In the area of English language  teaching,  MOE directed schools to introduce    the 
communicative approach in the mid-1980s. This approach was associated with the 
Reading and English Acquisition Program (REAP) for lower   Primary One to Primary 
Three with its Big Books that focused on oral communication and writing and the Active 
Communicative Teaching (ACT)    for upper primary levels which  focused on incidential 
learning,  co-operative learning, and  sharing (#2).  
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Teachers like #4 interpreted the REAP to be a method  that  was good “since the old 
method was spoon-feeding,  deliver the lesson  [and]  rarely involving  the kids which is 
also no good.”    In the process of this implementation, however,  #4  noted that she and  
many teachers talked  among themselves noting that it was  “difficult to handle, very 
frustrating.” They  found the teaching approach  “difficult to work”  because it was 
“western-based”  when most  students were not English but Chinese dialect-speaking, or 
Malay, or Tamil-speaking.  As #4 notes: 
 
 
If do lesson on crime, tell kids to give you the  words -  kids  can't give and 
don't have the vocabulary. If cannot give you that, can't just go on, can’t make 
that lesson  happen. 
 
 
The approach was inappropriate since moststudents  were  not native speakers but  learnt 
English as a Second Language and needed  drilling. However,  #4  did acknowledge that 
the method would be “easy” for those schools with student cohorts  coming from  
English-speaking homes.    
 
Teachers, however,  implemented REAP. #26 notes her resistance and describes  the  
process involved in complying:        
 
we thought it was a big chore to have to do worksheets, book reviews. The 
children were so young how are we going to it? They can’t even write a 
sentence, how are they going to write a book review? But then we say,”ok”.    
Slowly we taught the children, we teach, we discuss, we write on blackboard, 
make them read, slowly they introduce their own words, like “I like the book,”  
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As #29  notes, teachers saw student-centred pedagogy as a waste of time because it took 
time away from their preparation of students for regular examinations. For #4, REAP was 
hard to reconcile with an exam-based curriculum:    
 
Teaching method is one way, but exam  not changed,…still go the same testing 
of kids...all these new methods focus on incidental learning,  PLAYWAY, 
interaction but if do that day - and kids don't  write, but in exam   asked to write 
a lot and know the grammar. 
 
 
In dealing with this, some teachers continued with their “previous old fashioned way of 
preparing for exams.”  Others like  #4 compromised by  fulfilling  MOE’s directives  to  
used   the communicative  method but also    fulfilled the exam-based directive to cover 
the curriculum requiring the use of writing and knowledge of grammar.  
 
The teachers, therefore, implemented the REAP approach but as they gradually found it 
useful, it  was discontinued by MOE.  As #4 notes,  “as the teachers got used to the 
method of   REAP and  getting comfortable ... and then government pops up with 
something  else.”  However,  the   teachers did not discard the REAP and its  Big Books 
but continued  to use them with  the new  textbooks  introduced later.     
 
Thus teachers  responded  by initially viewing the REAP program, a form of student-
centre pedagogy with some resistance. They thought the method was   good, but 
frustrating to deliver, inappropriate for non-English speakers and   took  time away from 
delivering the content of  curriculum in preparation for examinations. Yet at the same 
time, they implemented the program and  in this implementation did find it useful and 
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was rather disappointed when the    approach was discontinued by MOE. Thus in their 
adaptation to REAP,  teachers developed the norm of  qualified  openness  to change.  
 
This was also the case for the Active Communicative Teaching (ACT)   program for 
upper year  primary levels.  As  #25 notes  about  ACT:   
 
 
was a bit like co-operative skills, where you teach children a lot of visual 
things; it was activity and thematically based.  It was a good strategy to use for 
teaching, but it incurred a lot of time to do all that,  finding materials, because 
there was not enough. We don’t have the materials, we had to hunt for it and 
then share it. ACT also involves a lot of planning and time, actually we’re   
trying to co-ordinate/integrate  different  subjects .... do a bit of science  and 
English, you go out and do a bit of science activity and write it out in  
language, so you are doing both and actually helps the kids because they 
actually have that hands-on experience...     
 
 
As #25 notes, with respect to ACT, which was to be followed by upper primary levels, its 
methods tended to be ignored because of  the exigencies of the PSLE exam: 
 
for ACT, yah, definitely, for ACT, I think most teachers felt it was too much 
work...then, later they  (the Ministry) dropped it ... eventually I think most 
teachers didn’t even do it .....   For this method, you have to do a lot of 
planning, I think   teachers, are very  exam-oriented, we tend to follow the text  
more than the syllabus .... the Primary Six’s are normally exempted from 




However, again as in the case of REAP, teachers were getting comfortable with the 
method, but was discontinued by MOE. As #34 notes about ACT    “before we finished  
with  one method,  they (MOE)  poured  another one…  so mixed up, not know what kind 
of tea we were  drinking.” 
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Also, #26 and others note  that through their career,  MOE  had  implemented many  
changes in  the  English curriculum starting from  the Old Lop series  in the 1950s, then 
Playway in the 1960s  which provided a lot of student activity  through teacher-created 
materials, cards and games.  Later, this was replaced by the Primary English Program 
(PEP) in 1984 which included the   communicative method, and  later replaced by the 
Primary English Thematic Series  (PETS) in 1991  with its  focus on grammar.  In the 
very difficulty the teachers had  in remembering the specific names of these changes in 
English curriculum, in  the  many changes introduced, then discarded by the Ministry,    
#26  comments, “that’s  why I say,  it’s ding- dong.”   Thus, as an outcome of their 
adjusting to all these changes in English curriculum, teachers developed the norm of  
qualified  openness to change.    
 
There  were also changes in the method of teaching in other subjects. For example, in the 
case of math,  #26 notes  that: 
 
 
up to1970s, we were still memorizing timetables, …but  the  Ministry [around 
the 1980s] decided we weren’t to do that. The reason was that [students]   must 
understand concepts .... we were to use a lot of manipulates like the rods,   [so 
students could]  see it visually, see the concept ....  so [we were]  not to do rote 
memorizing,  don’t make the students memorize, make them understand, 
understanding is better.  
 
 
However, #26 did not agree with MOE and decided to continue with memorizing 
timetables after consultation with parents. As #26 recounts, “I asked some of  the parents 
who said that’s how they as  children  learned their mathematics  so I just continue with it 
(with the memorizing of timetables).”  
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She agreed that although students must understand concepts, yet  “if we  didn’t reinforce 
the concepts (by rote-learning),  they can’t remember.”   Thus  #26  compromised:  
 
 
So when teachers  they ask me, “how do you teach math to younger ones,”  I 
say teach concept first, then after that I tell them it’s like saying prayers, 
reciting. After reciting then I state,  5,2,   7, 2, jump all over, what’s  2 times 




Thus,  with respect to the pedagogical changes, teachers responded in a variety of ways: 
resistant at first but in applying them, they developed an understanding and appreciation 
of the method. But because of exam constraints, particularly in the upper primary years, 
teachers either discontinued the method, or used it occasionally when PSLE examination   
pressures were not on. In their responses to pedagogical and curricular changes,  one can 
see in the process of the teachers’ adjustment the creation and maintenance of an attitude 
of  qualified openness to change.   
   
To summarize for this later  industrial period from 1979-1996, teachers in their response 
to streaming, the intensification of quality education, and changes in pedagogy, 
individually and collectively developed their attitude of qualified openness to change as a 
taken for granted element of their culture/habitus  by this period.   
 
In sum,  for the period industrial period from 1959 to 1996,   teachers  created and 
recreated an attitude of qualified openness to the different kinds of changes encountered 
in this period. Beginning with their adjustment to  bilingual policy and national schools, 
streaming, intensified focus on  examinations,  and pedagogical changes, my analysis 
reveals that teachers  were initially resistant to these changes, but  in the process of their 
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adjustment  developed  an attitude of  qualified  openness to the particular changes, and 
therefore of educational change in general.  By the middle 1980’s,  this element of teacher 
culture had developed as an axiom,  naturalized  as a   norm  in the teacher cultural field 
and in their habitus and characterized by a  disposition to act in a way that is wary of 
change.   
 
Belief in  Multilingualism 
 
In this section,  I examine  teachers’ responses to the situation created by    state policies 
via MOE directives and school regulations which in consequence     created and recreated  
their  belief in multilingualism.  By  multilingualism,  following the  teachers 
understandings,   I  mean  being  “able to converse in more than one language” (#29);  
“learning many languages at the same time”(#18);  “knowing  a mixture of languages”  
(#27),  not necessarily but often  entailing a certain level of   proficiency and literacy  (#2, 
#25).  
 
Colonial language  policy produced and  reproduced the multilingualism of an original 
polyglot immigrant population  by  allowing  the different language communities,   
Malay, Chinese,  Tamil  and others to develop and  maintain their own language.  This 
diversity in language was, however, characterized by the dominance of English, the 
language of trade, government,    administration and the  courts and “restricted to a small 
group of educated people, with the masses knowing only their ethnic languages” (Tan: 
2006, 42).    In this colonial period, bazaar  or  market  Malay developed as  the language 
of  inter-ethnic communication and daily life.  As noted,  this language policy  in 
education created communities divided by  language.    
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On return after the Japanese Occupation, the  British  attempted to implement   English as 
a common language for Singapore ostensibly to unite the races towards eventual political 
self-rule. To this end, they attempted to make English the language of  instruction for all 
schools.50  This however failed,  given communal resistance particularly of the Chinese 
who viewed these overtures as a threat to their language and culture. This resistance 
escalated into violence as Chinese  students supported  labour grievances  in the Hock 
Lee Bus Strike in 1955. In the  recommendations of the All-Party Report Committee of 
the Singapore Legislative Assembly on Chinese Education  formed in the aftermath of the 
disturbance emerged the principle of  multilingualism as  the People’s Action Party’s 
(PAP’s) approach to language policy.   
 
Creation and Recreation of  Teachers’   Belief in   Multilingualism  
 
In this  period, teachers developed their belief in multilingualism as they faced different 
linguistic situations created by state policy.  These situations and the teachers’ responses 
may be divided into two periods. In the 1959-1978   period,   teachers  responded to state 
policies  to institute Malay as a national language  in 1959 and to institute bilingual policy 
in 1966.   In the 1979-1996 period, teachers responded  to state  policies to implement  
national language-based  streaming and the consequences  of bilingual policy.  As an 
outcome  of their responses  to these changing linguistic situations, teachers  created and 
recreated  their  belief in  multilingualism.  
                                                 
50
 The school system at the time before Japanese Occupation  consisted of  government  and   government-
aided schools. Government schools included  Malay, English, and some Chinese.      Government-aided  
schools  included  the mission, Tamil, and Chinese schools.  However,     private Chinese schools outside 
the control of  the  British government  were the most numerous.  Each of these language streams followed  
a different curriculum and system of  teacher training.        
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          




(a) 1959-1978:  Responding  to learning Malay and Bilingual Policy andNational 
                          Schools        
 
 
(a.1)  Responding to Learning Malay  
 
The State in 1959 pronounced Malay to be the national language with  Malay,  Chinese, 
Tamil and  English as official languages. MOE required civil servants to  take  Malay up 
to Standard I.      
 
Teachers at the time  like #25,  at the beginning of their careers and taking  the    in-
service, part-time training course at the Teachers’ Training College (TTC)      interpreted 
the requirement to study Malay up to Standard I51 as “something  that we had to do; we 
had no choice as it was required of everyone in the civil service.” She notes that it 
was“tough” since she did not have previous exposure to Malay (#25).   #29, however, felt 
that it was “to his  advantage   to learn something extra” and  that he could improve his 
Malay with which he had some familiarity as he spoke bazaar Malay and taken it as a 
subject formally in secondary school.  #33  who learned his Malay from being brought up 
in Malaysia noted that the majority of teachers accepted the change  willingly  since at 
that time, Malay was the National language.     
 
Many teachers found that they were able to use their Malay-knowing  in their work, in 
their teaching and in developing bonds with colleagues. For example,   #25, assigned to 
an integrated school in the 1960s  taught  science  in English in  the Malay stream. She 
                                                 
51
 #25 notes that  with Standard I Malay, she was able to read  Malay books (literature) and  speak standard 
Malay.  
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noted that the Malay students were not able to speak in English and whenever they had 
problems  in understanding she would  “fall back on Malay  to explain quite a bit in 
Malay.”  She also taught a  National Language (Malay)52 class in this period although she 
felt that her level of proficiency was limited. She nevertheless managed  to get through  
following  the textbook as other teachers  such as   #4, #16, #33  did also.   
 
Also, #25  used her Malay-knowing to communicate with colleagues in the Malay stream. 
As she notes,  with her knowledge of Malay  she “did manage to integrate with the Malay 
teachers better since could talk to them  in Malay.”     
 
Thus one can see  that as a consequences of  using  her   Malay-knowing, #25   developed 
her appreciation of multilingualism. As she says, “I  appreciated being able to converse 
with people and to interact with others; knowing Malay  opens you to other people not of 
the same language.”  Similarly, #29 notes that   Malay helped him to read signs and  
slogans in Malay and to converse with  and write in simple Malay to Malay colleagues.  
He therefore  improved on his   bazaar Malay to speak standard Malay.   
 
However, many teachers had developed their awareness and appreciation of     
multilingualism earlier as an aspect of their habitus through an individual/collective 
cultural trajectory that included growing up in  multilingual  families and communities.  
For example, #29, of mixed Indian and Chinese parentage grew up in a multilingual 
environment. He spoke English at home and understood “a bit” of  Tamil and also knew 
                                                 
52
 These classes were  different from the Malay  classes  offered by the Malay second language teachers.  
#33 notes that in the Chinese stream school in which he taught,   Chinese form  teachers who had  Standard 
I level Malay  would teach these  National Language classes   - one or two periods a week as part of the 
National Language requirement for students to learn the language.    
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bazaar Malay  which he used in playing and  conversing with his  young Malay friends at 
the time. He also  learned  dialect  from his Chinese  aunties. Thus, in  primary   school, 
he took Mandarin up to Primary Four as a subject, (Mandarin at that time was not yet a 
compulsory subject; there was no second language examination  yet). He notes that he 
“got  his appreciation of multilingualism”  from his childhood experiences and also when 
he used his knowledge of dialect to learn Mandarin due to similarities in some words and 
language structure. As he notes, “most teachers who come from a multi-racial  
(multilingual, multi-religious, and multicultural)  environment would have this 
appreciation of languages.” 
 
Also,  #16,  of  Indian ancestry  notes that it is from  growing up in the multi-lingual 
setting of the kampong she lived in that she developed her appreciation of 
multilingualism. She grew up learning bazaar Malay and Tamil (her mother, who never 
received formal education spoke Tamil and bazaar Malay).   During her primary and 
secondary school years, she attended English government schools, thus developing her 
English-knowing and Tamil-knowing. When she studied Malay up to Standard I for  her  
confirmation as a teacher, she improved her market Malay to be able to write and read in   
Malay  at  the  Standard I level.  Later, in the early 1970s, she  transferred to an  English 
stream school as a Tamil teacher, taking on positions as Co-ordinator of Tamil Language 
and English subjects such as Arts and Craft.   Thus she notes that she appreciates 
multilingualism as she is trilingual  with knowledge of Malay, Tamil, and English.         
 
#27 of Chinese ancestry and a Chinese teacher  also tells of  growing up  in  a   kampong. 
Her family operated a provisions shop situated in a row of shophouses dividing the  
Malay and Chinese sections of the kampong. Since young,  she  helped  her parents in the 
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store, sometimes  making deliveries to the  Malay  and Chinese sides of the kampong.  In 
this setting, she  learned to speak  some Malay and  an array of dialects, Hokkien, 
Teochiew, Hainanese and  Cantonese.  She tells about her misunderstandings in use of 
language    among her mom and the old ladies (customers) which she found quote 
amusing.  One of these misunderstandings was over the use of a Chinese character  that 
sounds like the word  “door”  in English which in Teochiew  means “short”  but  in 
Hainanese, it means “long,” totally opposite in meaning.    In another instance,  her mom  
finally realized  that  the character that sounds like  “toll” in English   means “scissors” in  
Teochiew  but in Hainanese it    means “dirty.” Thus exposed to this environment, #27 
tells that she was “quite interested in languages”  which disposed her to want  to know 
more.  As she notes,  “as   a little kid,  I asked a lot, so when grew  bigger, learned other 
languages, like Thai from  my  Thai cousin.”  Subsequently, she developed her English-
knowing  through taking English as a subject in a  Chinese   primary school. For her 
secondary school, she attended a  Chinese mission  secondary school which  had started 
to introduce mathematics and science to be taught in English, thus developing her 
English-knowing further.  
 
Also #24,  who is of mixed Chinese, Malay, and Indian  parentage  tells  about  her 
multilingual experiences. In her home, she switched easily from speaking  in  English 
with her sisters and brothers  who were attending  English mission  or government 
schools to  speaking in Malay with parents and relatives. In   primary school, she attended 
a  mission school and thus developed her English knowing.  As she notes, in this account 
of her individual (linguistic) cultural trajectory,  in  these kinds of  different language  
environments,  her belief in “multilingualism was natural,” thus suggesting the 
naturalization  of this belief   as part of her teacher habitus.   
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          




#33 notes that the “seed” of his appreciation in multilingualism stemmed from   his early 
childhood experiences in Malaysia: 
 
When young, I spent life in a small town and its surroundings. In the  township 
itself, Chinese were the majority but  in the surrounding area  there were a lot 
of Malay compounds mixed with some Indian… the Malay were the majority 
in population. Since very young I lived in a multiracial setting.     When young, 
I played  with some of the neighbour’s  children and some were Malay. It was  
natural to mix; I learned Malay. The majority of Chinese in small town, like 
that  would know Malay, can speak pasar malay  and in   the daily life have 
opportunity to mix with the Malay, hardly have Malay speak Mandarin and 
Chinese, so if Chinese want to deal with Malay have to learn the language.  
 
Thus, as he notes,     
 
the seed of appreciation of different languages was there,  not that obvious but 
later on, have to pack it with political awareness and fuller understanding of the 
government  philosophy of multilingualism and racial harmony.    
 
Thus teachers who had grown up in multilingual families and communities  or  had 
developed their bilingual proficiency through attending English government or mission 
schools would possess the cultural capital and the disposition to integrate their language-
knowing to the multilingual   environment of the schools they taught in and thereby 
reproduce their appreciation of multilingualism.      
 
#24, for example,  tells that  when teaching in  a  Malay school from 1965 to  1970, she 
transferred her knowledge of  stories learned in the  English convent school that  she had 
attended to the Malay school context  by introducing  to  her Malay  students these 
English stories. She also taught them games  learned in the convent school. She describes 
playing the game,“What time is it Mr. Wolf?”  When she asked her students how they 
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would translate the name of the game into Malay, her students had responded, “just say it 
in English.” Her students who were mainly Malay learned English words as well. As a 
consequence of  language interactions like these, #24  reproduced her belief in 
multilingualism.   
 
In conclusion, in response to the Malay language requirement, teachers like who knew no 
Malay, or knew pasar Malay or had taken some Malay in secondary school  all  improved 
their Malay-knowing. In  this  early period    Malay was the link language known  by 
much of the population; teachers thus  found it  useful  in  communicating and developing  
rapport with colleagues and students. Some of their students would know spoken  Malay 
particularly if they lived  in multilingual kampongs  still  existent during this period53  
(#29).    As a consequence, the teachers developed or reproduced their appreciation of 
learning another language.   
 
 
(a.2)  Responding to Bilingual Policy54 and National Schools    
 
In this early period, teachers faced an increasingly different linguistic environment in 
schools. The bilingual policy in 1966 created the teachers’ work situation in which 
teachers were now to function in a language environment of English and the second 
languages (Chinese, Malay, or Tamil). The principles underlying this policy is that of 
bilingualism within a multicultural framework which I will call “bilingual 
                                                 
53
 Not all kampongs were multiracial as in the one that #8 lived in.  Many students may  grown up in  
kampongs that were mainly Chinese and had little exposure to the different languages other than dialects.    
54
 The learning of second language was made compulsory in 1960 in primary schools and in secondary 
schools in 1966 (Goh and Gopinatham:2006).  
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multilingualism.”  In this,     English55 was pragmatically interpreted as the language of 
economic development, science and technology  and  the second language, (later called  
the Mother Tongue Language (MTL)) as the language of identity and heritage.  
 
Thus MOE specified requirements for all schools, vernacular and English (government 
and government-aided)  to provide second  language instruction    which could be either 
English or  one of the  other languages (Chinese, Malay, Tamil) depending on the type of 
school. Later schools were directed to  increase their  second language exposure time. 
This meant that vernacular schools  were  to continue with providing English and  
gradually  increase the second language (English) exposure time to introduce the teaching 
of    mathematics  and science in English in 1974 from Primary Four onward. At the same 
time,  English schools  (mission  and government schools) were to   do the same for their 
second language requirements in Chinese, Malay, or Tamil.   
 
As a result of this bilingual policy,  two movements of teachers  took place – the transfer 
of vernacular (Chinese, Malay, and Tamil) teachers to government   national schools and 
the transfer of English teacher to the different  vernacular schools with  this  intensifying 
as vernacular  schools phased out or changed to the English stream as  more and more 
parents chose the English stream. This resulted in a  surplus of  Chinese, Malay, and 
Tamil  language teachers  and shortage of English  teachers.  I discuss the responses of 
vernacular teachers  who moved to national schools.  
 
                                                 
55Although  Malay  remains the  national language after Independence in 1965,  it gradually lost its  
significance as a  link language  to be  replaced  by English.    
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For  the group of monolingual vernacular teachers who had transferred to national schools 
in which English was the medium of instruction, it was a  difficult transition.    As already 
presented on page 147, the case of #8, a “pure” (meaning monolingual and mono-
cultural) Malay  teacher was born in an all-Malay kampong,  had  attended  Malay 
schools and  later  taught in  a   Malay school in 1959 faced particular difficulties  when  
transferred to a  national school in  1965.   He had   a “terrible” time and  felt “second   
class.”   This was the case since  he  could  not  understand  the  principal’s  briefings and  
colleagues’  conversations  and also had difficulty  in disciplining students.  He  
interpreted his difficulties  as a problem of language, of communication.   
  
#8’s actions/interactions in response to the communication problem were multiple.  He 
used his Malay knowing to communicate with the Chinese  principal, a “Baba Chinese” 
who knew Malay.  He  learned a few Chinese  words to keep the discipline with students  
such as  the  word  “anjing” which means quiet. He started to take English lessons on his 
own  and attained his   “O” level certificate in English. Also, he established relationships 
with his   English colleagues  in  the school; he “mixed and sang” with them and    
learned  English at the same time.  He  tried his best to speak in English, even if 
grammatically odd and although students would laugh at him, he didn’t care.    He started 
to read English newspaper and books recommended by his    English colleagues.      
 
As  #8’s English proficiency improved,  he used his English-knowing  to help  Malay 
parents communicate with English teachers and to explain  school rules and government 
policy. Also, when the principal noticed his English proficiency,  he was given  Arts & 
Crafts, and later music  classes  after some training to teach these subjects. Thus, in this 
period, #8 developed his English proficiency to function  relatively effectively  in both 
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languages on a day-to-day basis. As he notes, it required about fifteen years for a 
language teacher like him to assimilate. And in the process, he gradually naturalized his  
appreciation  of multilingualism as an aspect of his individual habitus.     
 
Thus, as #8 notes, the Malay vernacular teachers like him who were  monolingual  would 
have  generally  followed the same path as him,  although  unlike #8 who remained a 
Malay teacher, some were sent for English training  by MOE specifically so that they 
could “convert” to become an English    teacher and  teach  mathematics  and science in 
English. These teachers who continued to develop their English-knowing after their initial 
training as they taught English subjects and pursued further studies to achieve “O” level 
English  would similarly take some time to assimilate the English language   as #8 did. As 
an outcome of this process, they arrived at the view of the usefulness of  English and 
incorporate their English-knowing as part of their identity  in  addition to their vernacular-
knowing.  And through these similar processes  the teachers developed appreciation of 
multilingualism as an aspect of their individual and  collective habitus and as an 
important element of  the teacher cultural field.   
  
The  same  pattern of  response noted for the monolingual Malay teachers  is repeated for 
#33, a Chinese teacher.  He began teaching in various Chinese schools from 1959 and 
transferred  back to one of these schools which was later to change to English stream in 
the early 1970s.  To  avoid retrenchment,  #33  applied for the half year of  English 
training and after another  three years of  night  study,  he received his “O” and “A” level 
in English. When the Chinese school in which he taught changed to English medium, 
many  English  teachers joined to teach the English subjects and the Chinese teachers had 
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to transfer to other schools. Already a senior teacher56 by the time of this change,  #33  
felt  that  the  English  teachers  who  joined  his school  did not  accept him for his lack 
of English proficiency. In any case, he was able to converse  with these English  teachers 
as they  would  have had knowledge of   Malay because of the National Language  
requirement for all teachers. #33   also  used  every  opportunity  to speak English even if 
students laughed at him. Over time, he achieved competency in the language and became 
principal of this Chinese school transformed to an English stream national school.   
 
Thus the group of “pure” language teachers over time became English-knowing at 
different levels of proficiency. For some teachers like #8, whose English  proficiency 
improved  such that his  classes were  eventually divided almost equally between teaching 
in English  or  Malay.  Those Malay teachers    with less proficiency  would be given 
more Malay classes.  For this group of   language teachers who made the adjustment to 
national schools, some continued to  feel  “second class” particularly for those whose 
proficiency   assumed the form of “broken” English. Though knowledgeable in their 
vernacular as language teachers and able to carry out their  language  teaching  role, these 
teachers continue to experience some communication problems   when  assigned  school 
duties  in which their lack of proficiency may be highlighted and even ridiculed by 
students and sometimes English teachers. This feeling seemed to be more common 
among the Chinese teachers who lacked English proficiency.57       
                                                 
56
 In addition to  being a  regular teacher,  senior  teachers had administrative duties and substituted for the 
principal in his absence.   
57
 It  may generally be the case that the  Chinese  teachers who continued to teach  the second language 
(Chinese)  when transferred to  national schools  did not develop their English-knowing or proficiency  to 
the extent of those sent for English training and teaching  English subjects.  Many of these teachers 
continued to feel second class.   #8 notes that  Malays and Indians  felt more pressure to speak and learn 
English whereas among the Chinese language teachers  because  of their majority in numbers could easily  
mingle  with their own group in schools and converse in dialect.     
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Similarly, for the  Indian teachers  whose proficiency in English as  a group  were more 
developed compared to the Chinese and Malay teachers.58 For example,   #34 had taught 
in Malaysia  as a  Tamil teacher  in a Tamil school    in which his students and colleagues 
were all Indian. However, when he   emigrated to Singapore and joined a  English  
government  (national) school,   he had to adjust to an environment in which  students and 
colleagues spoke   different languages and were of different races. Since he had already  
learned English in Malaysia while teaching there, he was able to use his English-knowing  
to help him adjust to the polyglot environment.   #16  notes that  he   came to appreciate 
multilingualism when he transferred to this national school   and found his  knowledge of 
English helpful  in adjusting to this government school.       
 
The  three  Tamil  teachers I interviewed  were English-knowing  which eased their 
transition to national schools.  For example, #16 with  proficiency in both English and 
Tamil  was able to use  her  bilingualism to teach  both Tamil and English as a Second 
Language in the Tamil  school she first started teaching in. Later when she transferred to 
teach in  a national school in 1978, the principal assigned her to be a Tamil teacher and 
also gave her English  subjects such as physical education and arts and craft to teach.  
Similarly   #20   was assigned to a  government school as a  Tamil teacher in  1967.    
Given his    English-knowing attained in the  government schools  in which he attended,   
he was assigned the position of sports secretary (an administrative position at the time) 
which required English facility. Thus, as teacher continue to function    in two languages, 
their appreciation of multilingual was reproduced.   
 
                                                 
58
 According to #20, a Tamil teacher,  about fifty per cent  of the Tamil teachers were “pure”  Tamil and  
“some would study English on their own and   worked very hard, just like the others  (teachers).”  
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As for the English teachers, who taught in the English  government or mission  schools 
they  easily  made the change  to national schools. I’ve already noted, in the case of #25, 
how this group of teachers would have  had to offer  Malay    up to Standard I.  They  
would use their Malay to communicate as #25 did  when necessary  as  they faced 
increasing  multilingual  student,  teacher, and parent  populations who would likely have  
knowledge of bazaar Malay as the link language. Finding Malay helpful in this way, this 
appreciation  of learning another language  would have generalized among the teacher 
population. As  a  consequence, teachers created and recreated  their appreciate of 
learning another language and thus developed their appreciation of   multilingualism.  
 
In conclusion for this 1959-1978 period, teachers in response to the MOE    requirement 
first to study Malay up to Standard I level  and the later the requirement for schools to 
introduce bilingual policy developed their appreciation of multilingualism as part  of their 
collective and individual habitus by the late 1970’s. The  “pure” vernacular teachers  
became  English-knowing while those teachers exposed to  multi-lingual  family and  
kampong living, or  learning  Malay  or English  in secondary schools integrated their 
Malay or  English-knowing  to  whatever specific situations they faced in the schools they 
were transferred to. At the same time, the teachers also  developed this appreciation of 
multilingualism as part of their  teacher cultural field.      
 
 
1979-1996: Responding to Streaming and the Consequences of Bilingual 
                                    Policy   
 
The previous section has shown that by the end of the 1959-1978  period,  the   
appreciation of multilingualism had become “quite  established”(#29).  Some  teachers 
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developed this appreciation as an outcome of their actions /interactions in response to 
MOE directives to learn Malay (1959)  and to learn English in the 1966 bilingual policy 
while others developed it in the context of  growing up in multilingual kampongs and 
multilingual families. Also,   teachers who had passed through the school system, 
attending bilingual schools during this period carried this appreciation of multilingualism, 
consciously or unconsciously when they entered the teaching profession in the  1978-
1996 period.  I will consider these teachers later.  
 
In this period from 1978-1996, teachers’ appreciation of multilingualism   continued to be 
sustained by a state policy informed by the principle of   bilingual multilingualism in 
which English is  promoted as the language of economic development, science and 
technology and the second languages  (Chinese, Malay, and Tamil) of  identity and 
heritage. This  underlying principle in the state cultural field continued to create  the  
linguistic  situation   in which teachers  worked,  thus establishing  the continuity in this 
element of teacher culture developed in the earlier period, as an axiom, as part of their 
habitus.  However, in this period,  the teachers’ linguistic work situation was altered with 
changes in the educational  field with the introduction of  national language based-
streaming59 and the consequences of bilingual policy in making both English and Mother 
Tongue Languages predominant although the trend is for English to become more so. I 
discuss these two topics separately.  
 
With respect to the implementation of  the  national language-based  streaming  in 1980, 
students up to Primary Three followed  a common curriculum but  in Primary Four to 
                                                 
59
 This  is related  to  the state’s  view supported by the  Goh Report  that  bilingual policy had not been 
successful in developing in students a satisfactory competence in both English and their respective second 
language. This being the case, the Goh Report  recommended the   implementation of  national language-
based streaming  in which  students learn their Mother Tongue at their own pace in different streams. 
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Primary Six a differentiated one in the Normal, Extended, and Monolingual streams.   In  
1991,   this system was  modified60 and streaming  was delayed with students up to 
Primary Four following a common curriculum but in Primary  Five and Six a 
differentiated one in the EM1, EM2 and EM3  streams.  The  student’s  mark in  the  
second language  and later the Mother Tongue Languages (MTLs) were  given equal 
weight  in the PSLE score with the three other subjects, English, Mathematics and 
Science (Tan: 2996, 43).   Also,  secondary school students had to attain a minimum 
grade of D7 for the GCE”O” level examinations before they could gain entry to a junior 
college (Tan: 2006, 43).    
 
In response to national streaming,  #33   notes that streaming  had  reduced the Chinese 
language’s importance since Monolingual stream students learned  less.  This is related to 
the concern of a language teacher for the standard of the language he teaches. However,  
#33’s  concern  is also based on his belief in a multilingualism in which  the Chinese 
language ought to be given as   much emphasis as English at a time when he felt the use 




                                                 
60
 In 1991, formal streaming was delayed to Primary Four  with three  language streams:  EM1 (English 
and MT at  the first language level);  EM2 (English at first language and Mother Tongue at second language 
level); and  EM3  (English at  first language and  Mother tongue – oral only).  
 
.   
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Similarly, #20 a Tamil teacher in response to language based national streaming noted 
that:  
 
Tamil teachers feel that  the learning is less. Any language teacher would feel 
this way.…Many students were good in Tamil and cannot take higher Tamil 




#8, however, suggests that Malay teachers were not as concerned  about Malay students 
learning less  Malay since Malay students generally performed well in their language 
since it was commonly used at home in the 1980s. They were more concerned about the  
competence  of their students in English since their lower performance in English,  Math, 
and Science (EMS) subjects  taught in English meant that they were streamed into the 
Extended rather than the Normal stream.  
 
However, the English teachers according to #29 looked at the matter in this way -  that 
there are some students who could hardly cope with  learning  more than one language.  If 
given the  choice of English and Mother Tongue, “they  (the teachers) would push for 
English since the children would be prepared for the  work world.”   Also, “the good 
students can go to the SAP61 schools” (#29).   
 
Thus although the English and Mother Tongue teachers differed in terms of  their 
interpretation of national streaming and its consequences, these are based on their 
underlying appreciation of multilingualism which they had already developed as part of 
their habitus and institutionalized as part of  their   teacher cultural field in the previous 
                                                 
61
 SAP (Special Assistance Plan) is a program for academically strong students who excel in both their 
mother tongue as well as  English. The program began in 1979  for selected secondary schools. However, in 
1988 this program was extended to primary schools.  In 1990, there were ten SAP primary schools.  
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period.   This principle of multilingualism also continued to be sustained in this period by 
the state’s policy of bilingual multilingualism.    
 
With respect to the  teachers’ response to the gradual  dominance of English in the 
educational field by the end of this period, I first note that this dominance was  a 
consequence of the bilingual policy62  in which English was gradually  replacing the 
second language as the home language. Thus, #16, a Tamil teacher notes that  by the  
1980s,  she found it more difficult to teach Tamil   than previously when parents  spoke 
Tamil at home. #8, a Malay  teacher,   tells that he  noticed this change towards the use of 
English as the home language among his Malay students in the 1980’s which was “not so 
bad” but by the 1990s  was worrying. He explained that Malay parents, although bilingual 
since they had studied under the bilingual system instituted since 1966 deliberately used 
English as the  home  language.  They had the attitude    that English, the language of 
science and mathematics was more important  and that the Malay language was “only for 
Malay culture.”  Thus, he notes this  neglect of the Malay language63 led to a decline in 
the standard of Malay  which was also compounded with Malay children mixing their use 
of Malay with English which they were simultaneously learning.  Similarly,  #25 notes 
that some Chinese Mother Tongue teachers in the late 1970s and 1980s were complaining 
in the staffroom that  the children’s Chinese were  “atrocious” as the children were 
translating from English to Chinese.     
 
                                                 
62
 This  dominance of English  may be attributed to  parents’ pragmatism in choosing English schools for  
the  better opportunities offered by  English language  proficiency and  the  State’s   support of English as 
the language of commerce and work.  This  led to the slow and gradual phasing out of vernacular schools  
or their  transformation  into English  (national) schools.       
 
63#8 notes that   Mendaki and other  Malay self- help groups also focused on English since    Malay kids are  
poor in  English subjects like mathematics, science.     
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Teachers  responded in the following way.  #16  sometimes found that she had   to help 
children along with their Tamil  by translating Tamil words into English  for them.  #8   
notes that he  code-switches,  explaining the meaning of a Malay word or phrase in 
English but  regards doing so as a last resort  and  as far as possible would encourage the 
children to check the  Malay dictionary.  Also,  in response to this increasing use of  
English,  Mother Tongue teachers    like #8 stressed “more in the   1980s”   in their 
teaching  about the  importance of  the second language.    
 
English is important but Malay is also important. When the occasion rises, I   
would tell my students, “You are Malay, now you  know English but you are 
still Malay, realize your roots are Malay.  With  Malays  you can use Malay,   
our country’s neighbours are Malay, you are naturally Malay, can do  business 
in Philippines, Brunei,… 
 
 
#8 in exhorting his students to speak Malay and his reference to “naturally Malay” 
suggests his belief  in the close link between language and culture which resonates the 
state’s discourse  that  asserts this link.   
 
However, a “lot of  English teachers” (#25) in 1980s were also concerned about the 
decline in the quality of the English language.  #25  tells that  by the 1980s,64  teachers in 
most government schools were hearing Mandarin65  in the school yards in her school and 
English teachers“were looking for kids speaking  Chinese and Malay  and trying to stop 
them from using their Mother Tongue Language during lesson time and even during 
                                                 
64
 #25 notes  that prior to that, in the 1960’s and 1970s, children started primary school not  speaking  
English.  Singlish was being used but not as pronounced as  in the 1980s.  She observed that the parents in 
the 1990s did not speak good English  since they had gone through the school system  and not mastered the 
language and their children were learning from them. The teachers basically had to “unteach” the kids since 
their parents were teaching them broken English or Singlish. 
65
 For #25 this indicates that the  “Mother Tongue policy was so “successful.” ”   
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recess.” Also, her   school  implemented more activities and programs starting in the 
1980s to  encourage more speaking of English instead of Chinese and Malay. She 
attributes  the speaking of poor English (Singlish) to Chinese students doing literal 
translations in which Chinese language structures were mixed with English ones.  As  #25 
notes, “Mandarin was so  pronounced then and  due to this, the students developed poor 
language skills, were translating, so Mandarin hampered their English learning”.  As #25 
notes since the 1980’s she had felt that  “although I think multilingualism is good, I have 
fears for the quality of English.” At the same time, she tells   “I believe in  
multilingualism, since it help us to know our roots, all for that, wish I knew Mandarin  so 
when   I hear something Chinese, at least  I can  understand better.”  Thus #25’s belief in 
multilingualism is based on the notion of the usefulness and benefits of knowing English 
and the heritage language which mirrors the state’s discourse of bilingualism within a 
multilingual framework.  
 
To sum up, Mother Tongue and English  teachers developed a concern for the quality of 
their languages of instruction in this period. Their separate preoccupations with their 
language of instruction were undergirded by an appreciation of multilingualism as an 
important element of their habitus which created the disposition to act  premised on such 
appreciation. This is further    maintained by the continuity in the principle of bilingual 
policy in the state cultural field in which English was the language of  commerce, trade 
and work and the Mother Tongue, the language of  one’s roots.  
 
Now I turn  to  consider the continuities in belief in multilingualism in other teachers 
joining the teaching service in the 1979-1996 period. The   appreciation of 
multilingualism is sustained in the teachers who have developed their bilingualism as an 
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element of culture/habitus, under the State’s  bilingual policy since 1966.   #17, Eurasian 
in background and   bilingual in English and Malay who had joined the teaching 
profession in 1982    notes that “I  would not say people waste time learning languages,  
they gain by having another language,” and that asking her if she appreciates    
multilingualism is “like  asking me, “do you believe in teaching math?” so much a part of 
us”.  This  suggests  the embodiment of this appreciation of  multilingualism and its 
naturalization in her  individual habitus.  Interestingly, #17 offered Malay as her Mother 
Tongue Language even though English is her mother tongue.  She, therefore, reconciled  
the  state’s non-recognition of English as a mother tongue language by constructing it as 
just a language subject  that she had to take, thereby leaving intact her belief in the state’s 
version of multilingualism which does not construct English as a proper mother tongue 
language.   
 
Also #15, who joined teaching in 1993, tells about her appreciation of multilingualism as 
a consequence of her cumulative linguistic experiences.    This began with her love of 
Chinese:    
 
I come from a Chinese background, speak Mandarin and Cantonese at home.   
When young,  I can say that I never had problems learning Chinese,  the love 
of language was there from young, in Primary One and Two.  From young, my    
mom would  let us read the paper, always in Chinese, the more I read the more 
I became interested and started on my own to read those legends, myths, 
starting with all that, just keep reading….I’ve always appreciated the language, 
was reading beyond my peers so can appreciate the language….One of the 
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She  notes goes on to note the usefulness of  being bilingual or  trilingual: 
 
 
I appreciate  the value of speaking different languages   though I am not   
trilingual   because for me   it’s   because I’m   sort of effectively bilingual and 
find that it helps me to   understand the kids who have trouble getting the 
language.     
  
She further tells that bilingualism/multilingualism became “more of a concern”   when 
she taught in the United States in 1994 in a school for children of Singaporeans working 
overseas and had American colleagues who   appreciated the fact that  “we,  
Singaporeans,  were    bilingual.”   As she notes: 
  
English being the global language, it is important to  know  it  but  the children    
must be able to learn their Mother Tongue. Their culture, their roots, are 
important to me. My fundamental belief  is as a Chinese, the importance of  my 
mother tongue even though by now English is my first language and    Chinese 
is my second language.   
 
 
In summary, then, in the period from 1978-1996 in the developing and late industrial 
period,  teachers in their adaptation to linguistic situations created by state policy whether 
in the past as students going through the bilingual system    or as teachers  working in a  
situation created and maintained by  state policy of language-based streaming and 
consequences of bilingual policy as an outcome of their adjustments created and recreated 
their appreciation of multilingualism.  In other words, by the end of this industrial  period,  
teachers’ appreciation of multilingualism had become an “entrenched”   axiom, 
something taken for granted, as part of their teacher cultural field and as part of their 
habitus.     
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In sum, in the industrial period from 1959 to 1996, teachers emerged and developed their 
belief in bilingual multilingualism as an axiom and an  important element in the teacher 
cultural field and in their teacher habitus.    This was an outcome of their 
actions/interactions in which they adjusted to the learning of Malay and English (bilingual 
policy) by  developing proficiency in another language (Malay and/or English),  to 
language-based streaming and consequences of bilingual policy which they interpreted as 
affecting the quality of the English and the Mother tongue, such concern reflecting the 
concerns of a language teacher underlaid by an appreciation of multilingualism.    
 
 
Belief in Racial Harmony 
 
In this section,  I examine how teachers in the industrial period developed their   belief in 
racial harmony.  They did so in  response  to the situation  created by state policy via 
MOE directives and school regulations. In their actions/interactions in  response,  teachers 
individually and collectively,  through their agency, generalized their appreciation of 
racial harmony as a  dominant, taken for granted  element of their culture/habitus.  
 
By racial harmony,  following the  teachers’ understandings,  I mean “living and working 
together in peace, not showing your race and religion or   language to be more significant 
that others” (#29)   and  “every race following their  own  culture,  language and religion  
but must have respect or tolerance of one another” (#29) and “the  importance of  the 
different races to respect each other’s differences”  (#18).  These  resonate the State’s 
understanding of racial harmony as “unity in diversity,” focusing both on ethnic unity and 
ethnic distinctiveness at the same time.   
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In Singapore, the official  concept  and everyday  usage of the term,  “race” or “racial” 
presumes “racial”  groups  (Chinese, Malay, Indian and Others)  with a “distinctive and 
identifiable culture, language, and to an extent a common religious affiliation; hence, the 
ease with which  multiculturalism is officially and simultaneously regarded as 
multiracialism” (Lian; 2006, 229).66  This close articulation of  language, race and culture 
in the  Singaporean context  is    important to keep in mind.  
 
British colonial policy  created a “working”  racial harmony  based on racial segregation 
or  racialization.67  Raffles had allotted   parts of  Singapore to the   different “races” to 
develop their own culture, language, and faith.     However, racial intermingling did occur 
in trade and commerce and to some extent in  the rural areas outside Singapore with the 
use of market (pasar)  Malay,  the  link language at the time uniting the different ethnic 
groups.   
 
The British, on their  return to Singapore after the Japanese Occupation, faced an erosion 
of the previous “working” racial harmony. Specifically, Japanese Occupation had raised 
the nationalist spirit of  the ethnic groups in Singapore with the expectation of eventual 
self-rule. In preparation for this, British  policy sought to unite the races towards 
citizenship-building and its educational policies reflect this espoused intent, as they 
initiated policies in support of the universalization of  education, support of English 
language,   and nonracial over racial schools. However,  the  political parties that emerged 
in the 1950’s, including the PAP, supported the idea of multiracialism as a basis of 
                                                 
66
 However, the reality is that in many  instances  the cultural  markers, language, culture, and religion, and 
“race”  do not  coincide and Singapore is more diverse than the four state-constructed categories  of  CMIO  
(Chinese, Malay, Indian, and Other). 
67
 The British policy of  racialisation  is evident in “the British administrative practice of ascribing the local 
population with racial identities –  the official classification in census and identity cards - has been 
maintained by the post-independence  government in Singapore”  (Lian:2006, 222).      
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nationhood. Thus the new PAP party in 1954 enshrined multiracialism  as one of its 
founding  principles which it  was to  promote  when it  assumed state power in 1959.  
 
1959-1996:  Creation and Recreation of Belief in Racial Harmony  
 
In this period,  teachers developed  their belief in racial harmony  as they faced different  
ethno-cultural (ethnic, linguistic, and religious) situations  created by state policy.  These 
situations and the teachers’ responses may be divided  into two stages: the  1959-1978 
stage of early industrial development  and  nation-building  and the 1979-1996 stage of 
Singapore’s maturing industrial and national development.  I discuss each period  
separately.    
 
 
(a)   1959-1978: Responding to Racial Tension and Multiracial National 
                                      Schools   
  
In this period,  the Singapore State in  pursuit of its vision of economic development and 
nationhood predicated on a union with Malaysia faced much    political conflict. This 
included the internal PAP party struggle and the  resulting split of the Barisan Socialis 
from the PAP in 1961, political difficulties in the Union with Malaysia (1963-1965) and 
with  Indonesia which opposed the union with Malaysia. With Independence in 1965, the 
PAP  initiated changes in the principle of the state field that “explicitly recognized   
Malays as the indigenous people of the new state” (Chua:2005,5) and  enshrined 
multiracialism in the Constitution in which  all races were  regarded as  equal in language, 
religion, and culture.    
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Thus,  teachers note that  in the period of the 1960s, the racial tension was “thick”  (#8).  
Teachers  tell of  curfews (#25, #27, #29), of people living in fear (#2, #23), of violence 
and bombings (#25, #24); of the  riot  in 1964  (#27, #2, #24) on  the day of  
Mohammed’s birthday celebration.  They also note the    “communist threat” to security  
(#25, #24) which continued after Independence  with  Indonesian communists operating 
in Singapore in which  MacDonald  House was bombed ending in casualties (#25).       
 
Given this context,  #8 tells about  MOE and principals “bombarding” teachers in his 
school about the importance of racial harmony, although #29 has no recollection of MOE 
doing this.  At the same time,  teachers were developing an awareness of such need in 
response to the political turmoil of the time.   Also, teachers  had to respond  to student  
questions and anxieties about the events. #24 tells about this incident in the government 
school she was teaching at the time:    
 
 I was teaching in Primary Three,  this boy came to me  at that time,.… was 
during the confrontation between Indonesia when there was a lot of   bombings 
in Malaysia and  Singapore, …bomb threats by Sukarno and he said,  “Teacher, 
Malays are very bad, very wicked, they kill.” So this boy came to me, “Malays 
are very bad”.   I just listened to him. After I let him talk,    I said, “look but   I 
am a Malay, am I  bad to you?” And then it  occurs to him.     He wasn’t aware 
I was a Malay, I was just his teacher, that’s all, so I explained. (I wasn’t at all 
angry.) “I am a Malay, am I going to kill you?”    “No, but my mother says so 
…”  so I explain to him, “no, there are good Malays and bad ones and I’m here 
to teach you, I don’t put bombs in classrooms.” 
 
 
#8,  teaching  in  a Malay school  at the time,  relates this incident in his class of all Malay 
students:  
 
In 1964, when (there was) communal tension, the Malay  children  asked   me   
why this happen.  I explained in Malay. So I tell them the history of Singapore 
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from the beginning, how the British ruled  by  a  policy of  divide and rule, so   
this  happened,  we inherited this kind of communal tension. But I said to them 
that we must understand in the future, we all will  be Singaporean… when you 
grow bigger then you will know what is the important thing, you should 
believe in the country first. We all believe  whether  you are Malay, Chinese  
India, you live in this country, you have to take care of this country… how to  
make the country  prosperous, got to work together; there’s no other way.  
 
 
#29,  teaching in a government school at the time, tells that during the racial riots, he 
reminded students that “we’re together, we’re one,” stressing that the    racial troubles 
were “unnecessary and uncalled for, doesn’t do good for the country, why should we be 
fighting among ourselves?” He also used the example of his class  asking them: 
 
You’re from different races, do you want to fight each other? If racial troubles, 
… Malay and Chinese students all friends, what would you do? If there are 
racial troubles, friends won’t be friends.   
 
Within this larger context of racial tension at the time, the state policy   relevant to 
creating the ethno-cultural situation of schools  is the continuation of universal education. 
This  required schools to open admission to the     different races.  Given the different 
kinds of schools existent at the time, the diversity  in student populations would vary 
depending on the kind of school and the diversity of the school’s hinterland population or 
catchment area.   Vernacular schools (Chinese, Malay and Tamil)  would continue to have 
more   homogeneous student, collegial, and parent  populations since Chinese, Malay, or 
Tamil was the first language of instruction and would draw on students from this 
linguistic and ethnic background.  Both English mission and English government  
schools,  including integrated  and later national schools would show a range of diversity 
from more homogeneous to diverse dependent on its school’s hinterland population.    
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Transfers to multi-racial national schools  were particularly  difficult  for  the   “pure” 
vernacular teachers who had no familiarity with working in a multiracial setting. This was 
compounded by their lack of English  competency. As noted, this  was the case for   #868,  
who taught in a vernacular school.  Although he had  cognitive awareness of the 
importance of racial harmony as noted  earlier,  he did not have any exposure to multi-
racial living as  he was born in an all-Malay kampong, attended Malay schools, and 
taught in a Malay school  up to his transfer.  As he notes:  
 
 
The school was totally different from my experience in Malay schools. At first 
I was a bit puzzled about how to suit myself in this  kind of environment. At 
first I was lost, but learning from principal who knew Malay, brothers and 
friends. I learned a lot about multiracial living. 
 
 
With reference to learning about multiracial living from the principal, #8  notes that his 
principal told them “that many schools in Singapore were  becoming  more mixed, as 
more Malay parents as well as Tamil and Chinese parents  were  sending their children to 
English schools. As he notes, the principal made him and the other teachers aware that 
“Singapore will be multiracial and rather than Malay, consider the immigrant from China 
and India also.”      
 
He  also  “discussed a lot”  with his brother, also a teacher,  that:   
 
 
the school problems teaching in a Malay and integrated (national  school)   
were similar but in the  integrated school (which is) multi-racial  we  have  to 
be very careful since the communal sense is  very strong.  The  environment of  
the Malay schools  was different, not much problem with mainly Malay 
                                                 
68
 See page 173  for more details on #8.  
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children….But in the integrated school, the children are different in  behaviour  
…during assemblies, activities, doing things together, have to be careful.  
 
 
Thus, in these interactions with the principal and his  brother #8, and other teachers in 
school  reproduced  their  belief in racial harmony.  This was also reinforced in his 
teaching. During this period, with the more liberal interpretation of  the second language 
requirement,  there were typically, in his Malay class,   about  eighty per cent Malay 
students and twenty per cent   Chinese, Indian, Eurasian and others. From the very 
beginning, he  would mix their seating so that they could mingle among themselves.  
Also, he notes that during this early period, students asked  questions such as why their 
parents  do not let them visit each other’s homes. He explained that the Malay and   
Chinese parents were afraid that they (the children)  did not understand each other’s 
culture. He went on to explain  that Malays have  customs such as to taking off their 
shoes before entering the home, being  careful of certain   foods and drinks  particularly 
pork,  and  would not eat from utensils used to cook  pork Also, he would  tell that  
“Malay  also don’t allow dogs  which  are  seen as threatening, even small dogs are 
threatening and the Chinese sometimes do have dogs”. 
 
On other occasions, #8 told students about  not touching Malays on the head because it is 
the  place of the brain  which is considered sacred and when   some Chinese boys asked 
about their Malay friends having to go through circumcision,  he would pick a  Malay 
student,  “the   bright and smarter one”  to  explain privately and  if he did not understand, 
then ask   #8.      
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Thus we see in #8’s  response to the situation of national schools by  learning about 
multi-racial living from the principal and colleagues, through   explaining cultural  
differences and teaching about racial harmony in the context of a Singaporean unity,  
“pure”  language teachers such as #8,  as an outcome of these social processes of 
adjustment and resultant social conditioning had entrenched  their appreciation of racial 
harmony as part of  their individual and collective habitus   by the end of this period and 
as part of the teacher cultural field.  
 
#34, a Tamil teacher also developed his belief in racial harmony through similar 
processes of adjustment.  He  had  moved from Malaysia to Singapore in 1959 and began 
his teaching career in Singapore in an  English-medium   government  school. He faced a  
similar  multiracial  situation as #8 but  was proficient in  English.  He had become 
proficient in English after  taking part-time classes while teaching in Malaysia earlier. So 
he was able to use his English  proficiency  as a tool for cultural understanding. In 
Malaysia, he   had    taught in a “pure” Tamil school with only Tamil students and 
teachers.     Though he  said that he  had problems with Chinese teachers, he was  able to 
adjust  through speaking Malay with them, and through working together professionally,   
becoming involved in activities, in sports, and in recess, in the   staffroom,  “got to know 
and slowly understand each other.”  
 
It may be noted that with regard to racial issues in schools in this period,   teachers (#4, 
#16, #26, #23, #32)  note that there were some, particularly  ones   over the issue of nits.  
It appeared to these teachers that the Indian and Malay  students were afflicted with  it  
more often than  the Chinese students. This   #26 attributed to the oils used by Indian 
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children on their hair. There were also  cases of children saying not wanting to sit with 
each other, sometimes because of skin color constructed as dirty (#8, #16).   
 
 It became apparent from teachers accounts that they had evolved ways to defuse or 
smooth over a  possible racial  conflict among students and parents.   Teachers would  
selectively  use information to inform a  parent69 that  a  child has nits. For example, she 
would mute the fact that another  child had reported it  in disgust and  construct  nits  as a 
health  issue  (#4) and  not a racial one as some parents were likely to do. Thus in 
actions/interactions such as these,   teachers produced and reproduced their belief in racial 
harmony.  
 
Aside from this group of teachers who lacked exposure to the  different   races,   there 
were the group of teachers who had   very early  developed their  belief in racial harmony 
as part of their habitus through being of mixed heritage and/or in the context of growing 
up in  multiracial  families and  communities or  attending  multiracial schools. They were 
to find this knowledge of other languages useful in facilitating  their transition to multi-
racial national schools.    For example,  #24 had taught in Malay schools until transferred 
to a national school. She is mixed in heritage with Chinese, Indian and Malay  roots. So  
being inter-racial,  she  notes that she accepts the idea of racial harmony.  As she notes 
“I’m very flexible, able to accept different cultures, and compatible with Christians and 
Indians.” This is the case since she went to a mission school for her primary school in 
which she took catechism for two years although she is Muslim.       
 
                                                 
69Also,  many  teachers  note that when it comes to attitudes to difference that the primary school children 
were innocent  and that  they  had learned their  cultural prejudices from their parents.   
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As noted, #29, of  mixed   parentage - with a Chinese mother and Indian  father - grew up 
in a neighborhood with  “Punjabi, Sikh,  Singhalese, Chinese,    a united nations.” He 
played with the different races in his early childhood and teen years, took part in the 
religious activities of his friends. As a consequence of these experiences,  he  felt  
comfortable with all races, “race was not an issue at all.” Given his background in 
mingling together with the races, he   developed his  appreciation of racial harmony  
which also synchronizes with    his belief in the  Christian principle of getting along with 
others. Thus, he is able to integrate this  appreciation   as  he notes  “in a class of mixed 
races, I   don’t care if Chinese, Malay, or Indian, as a whole, I treat them all the same”  in 
his teaching.  
   
#32 tells about living in a kampong from birth to 20 years old.  She describes   a main 
road,  the  first half of the road is a Chinese kampong. After this is a Malay  kampong 
where all the Malay lived  with a  Malay cementery at the end.  She tells about being 
immersed in a lot of Malay culture. Sometimes she and her friends would go through the 
cemetery, sometimes she would be   invited to a  marriage or circumcision (of little boys) 
ceremonies. Thus, she learned  about Malay customs  such as  weddings and how  to   
dress up for these occasions; they basically learned what they were allowed to see by the 
Malay friends. Based on such experiences, she notes that she believes in racial harmony. 
She attributes this belief also to her Catholicism which  had been “drilled” into her by her  
teachers  in  the  mission schools she attended.   
 
#33, a Chinese teacher, notes that he “certainly appreciates racial harmony” which is 
“related to his bringing up in  Malaysia where people mix from very young, living in 
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multiracial society.”  He attributes his appreciation also to  his Buddhism which promotes 
the “feeling to be more understanding and acceptable of   all races.”  
 
#16,  a teacher of Indian background,  tells about being raised in:   
 
a kampong with Indian, Chinese and  Malays.  In   Deepavali,  the Chinese and 
Malay would  come to our place.  In  Hari-Raya, we would  go to theirs.    The  
neighbors  would  enjoy  each other.  Then, the neighbours children and me 
used to go to school together and if parents were not at home, the   neighbours 
will help.     
 
She felt that her belief in racial harmony was  ‘inborn’  which  suggests that her  belief  in 
racial harmony  had  been naturalized as part of her habitus:    
 
We helped one another, played together, in spite of color, this feeling    develop 
on its own,  I have this appreciation.”  As she further notes that in teaching, 
“must have racial harmony or  can’t be good teacher … if have this feeling that 




#25 grew up in Chinatown with no exposure to the different races. She attended a  girls’ 
convent  school  and said  that she:  
 
didn’t remember the feeling of prejudice, all kids were treated equally, teachers 
were Chinese and Eurasian, mostly Chinese, some Indian (two or three)  and 
very few, if any  Malays.      
  
 
As she  notes:   
 
my  appreciation of  racial harmony came from the Christian teaching in the 
convent school (primary school)  I attended. Especially, we were taught to treat 
everybody equally. God loves everybody.   
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She see this upbringing as  different from the  “Chinese clan schools in which everybody 
would be pro-Chinese since they were  taught a lot of things about China.”       
 
Similarly #4,  who went to the same convent school as #25, remembers the walks with the 
principal and friends up the dirt  road  back and forth  to the school which was on the top 
of a hill. She would learn lessons about respecting racial, religious and other  difference 
also.  As she describes: 
      
We would pass nearby villages along the dirt track. We  would see  villagers 
using the  standpipes, place where they got   water;  ladies in their  bra taking a 
shower;   also men….We  girls (mainly from   town)  would   giggle. The 
principal would say to  us,  why   laugh at them? Once in a while, we would   
see Muslims - all of sudden a  group of them. The principal  explain to us  not   
to laugh because they are different.  Also there was an  over-aged girl…who 
had polio and when going home would have to go down the  slope. On rainy 
day when it was so muddy, we would  help her down.  
 
 
Both #25 and #4 in their  teaching were able to integrate these earlier experiences  to 
become  “comfortable with all races”.  
 
With regard to her teaching, #25 notes that when she first started teaching in 1966, she 
had Malay and Indian students in her class. She felt “it  was   natural to teach them and 
help them along.”  All through her teaching,  there were no problems but she did  find that 
the  “Malays are weaker in mathematics and some Malays, no matter how hard  [they try]  
have no head for figures.” 
 
 #2  also  tells about  growing up harmoniously in a  kampong,  knowing  the different 
races and  that they had different practices. Also, he attended a government school, where 
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he had  Indian, Malay and  Chinese friends.  As he notes,  “we  feel we  are  colorblind 
having been brought up in this way. It was   natural to accept racial harmony.”    
 
#26 tells that she grew up in a Taoist family. Her parents were open in allowing her to  
attend a Catholic school from primary to secondary but she never changed to become a 
Catholic.  She negotiates the different culture of home and school  by “basically, 
following the culture at home and follow    the culture in school when we go there, so it  
doesn’t clash.”   When she first started teaching in a Catholic school,  there was a 
shortage of teachers and she   was asked to teach  catechism. As she recounts her 
conversation with the nuns:     
 
“Excuse me, you have faith in me to teach properly?”And the nuns said,    
“Don’t worry, you’ve been in Catholic school for ten years, this is the book 
you teach the children with, no problem, go ahead”.   
 
 
She noted the result:  
 
teaching and talking about the Christian faith didn’t bother me, to me, whether 
the God is in Buddhism, or God in Catholic or Christian religion. It’s God, 
we’re praying to the same God, that’s  how  I feel.”   
 
Thus, #26 developed her understanding of different religions, the seed from which the  
belief in  religious harmony developed as part of her habitus. 
  
#27, who joined the teaching service in 1974, tells of direct experience of racial riots.  
She was seven years old at the time  and  lived in the centre line dividing the Chinese and  
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Malay parts of the kampong. Watching from her shop house, during that  day of racial 
riots on Prophet  Mohammed’s birthday, she saw: 
 
Malays  who would  stop cars and if  Chinese,  would pull them out, would 
beat them, who would  run, then leave behind the car.  If Malay,  they  would 
let go. We actually watched from our house.…We didn’t know things would 
get so bad, … we were just kind of watching, until 11 or close to midnight,    
then suddenly  some of them  (Malays) crazy, so they  push the car, then they 
lighted it, let the burn car on the road, and later on push the car towards the  
shophouses.  We realize the situation was bad, we ran behind to the Chinese 
kampong.     
 
 
#27 admits that there was  racial hatred arising from this experience but as time passed, 
and hearing of Chinese helping Malays and Malays helping Chinese, her attitude 
gradually changed  and she  developed her appreciation of racial harmony.   
 
Thus, through a cultural trajectory of living ininterracial kampongs,  socialization in 
mission schools, and attending multi-racial government schools, many  teachers 
developed their belief in racial and religious   harmony as part of their culture/habitus.  
   
To sum up, this  section has shown  that  during this  1959-1978 period, in response to the 
“racial tension” in the politics of the time and in their adjustment to teaching in 
multiracial national schools promoted by state policy, teachers  developed their belief in 
racial harmony.  The group of  “pure” vernacular teachers teaching in multi-racial 
national schools   developed their  understanding of cultural differences and  comfort in 
working in a multi-racial environment  through interaction with  principals, colleagues, 
and parents and in their teaching. As an outcome of this,  the teachers created and 
recreated their belief in racial harmony.  Place these teachers alongside  those who have 
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the seeds of  such appreciation as an outcome of their experiences and socialization  in  
multiracial living in kampungs, English government school or mission schools,   I make 
the argument that in this  early period of Singapore’s industrialization, the appreciation of 
racial harmony  with its focus on ethnic unity had become generalized and naturalized  as 
a core element of their culture/habitus.  
 
(b)   1979 - 1996: Responding to the Focus on Ethnic Distinctiveness          
 
By 1978, the belief in racial harmony had become established as a core element of  
teacher culture/habitus  as a consequence of  teachers’ responses to the increasingly 
multiracial  environment   of schools. The belief assumed    the form of  racial harmony 
focused more on ethnic unity rather than ethnic distinctiveness in the context of  
Singapore’s period of nation-building and early economic development in this earlier 
period from 1959-1978.  
 
In the period from 1979-1996,  there were important continuities as the state  policy 
continued to be based on the principle of multiracialism and racial harmony  which 
created  the situation in which teachers worked to produce and reproduce this element of 
teacher culture on a daily basis. Also, this    continuity was sustained by new teachers 
joining the teaching service through    this period who had  gone through the national 
educational system in which they were socialized about the need for racial harmony, I 
will discuss these teachers later. 
 
In this period, changes in state policy created a changed ethno-cultural  situation via MOE 
directives and school rules and regulations to which teachers had to respond. These 
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changes relate to the Asianising of Singapore (Bokhorst-Heng:1998) beginning in 1980 
with the   State’s concern about  the “specter” of westernization and Singapore becoming 
an individualistic and   materialistic  society as reflected in some incidents of unruly 
youth behaviour in the 1970s. The solution as noted in the Ong Teng Cheong Report on 
Moral Education (1979) was to introduce a new moral education program in   primary 
and secondary schools. This program would inculcate more strongly  in student the 
specific values and traditions of their heritage cultures (Chinese, Malay, Tamil)  delivered 
in the medium of  the student’s Mother Tongue.  In response, MOE came up with a new  
curriculum, the Good Citizen for primary schools  which schools were to implement. Also  
schools, consistent with the new emphasis started initiatives to recognize the ethnic 
distinctiveness of their students.  I discuss the responses of teachers to the Good Citizen 
curriculum and these initiatives.        
 
#8, a  Mother Tongue  teacher who  taught Good Citizen notes the change in  focus for 
language teachers like him to  specifically teach   the respective cultures of their students. 
Thus, as a Malay teacher, he would teach the    Malay culture.   As  #8 notes, this 
emphasis on teaching the student’s their heritage culture  is different from the former 
Education For Living (EFL) course,  the  precursor of the Good Citizen, which taught 
about life in Singapore in  a  multiracial society with  all the different races  but  “the 
stress is to make the students realize we are Singaporean and develop the Singapore 
‘spirit’ ”.  Thus,  he notes that with Good Citizen, Chinese teacher would focus more on 
the Chinese culture and  discuss, for example, about “Whampoa, founder of Singapore in 
the Chinese community who developed  businesses   and contributed to charity” (#8). As 
a consequence of his teaching of the Good Citizen, #8 notes that he and other Mother 
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Tongue teachers developed   stronger awareness of  “cultural ballast” or recognizing 
ethnic distinctiveness as an  important aspect of  racial harmony.  
 
Also, teachers responded to changes  in the school field towards initiatives to  focus on 
the ethnic distinctiveness of their students when before there was no such focus.  For 
example, #26 tells that before the 1980s,  the  mission school   in which she  taught  was  
“Catholic  in  culture,  celebrating  the  feast days of saints and on  Good Friday  would 
have certain services with priests coming in    to give masses.” By the 1980s, this school 
started to recognize the different festivals for Chinese, Malays, and Indians.70       
 
#25 also notes that  in  her government school,71 there had been no cultural activities  
related to the different races until the 1980s when the principal started to wish all Muslim 
children “Selamat Hari Raya” and would   acknowledge the special days of the other  
children.  Also,  in some schools, ad hoc committees were set up to come up with idea to  
recognize the different cultures. Thus,  #25  began with other teachers to  decorate the 
teachers’ room with ketaput cases for Hari-Raya and symbols for other special occasions 
such as Deepavali, Chinese New Year and as well Christmas. Thus, she notes that   
schools moved more into  recognizing and celebrating the festivals and by the 1990s 
“more students  were coming in with costumes and sharing, though some schools started 
earlier.”  Students, for example,  would present the ethnic performances such as dances, 
skits, or poetry recitations. This further   developed into  activities in which the  whole 
school would be  involved with the class teachers supervising in the celebration of Racial 
Harmony Day (introduced in 1991).  
                                                 
70
 #26 notes that the 1980s was  about the same time  that Catherine Lim, a local writer,   produced  a class 
reader about the Deepavali  (festival of lights) and  Hari-Raya.      
71
 Although there were folk dance performances,  these  were mainly presented along racial lines with, for 
example,  Chinese students performing Chinese dances and the same for Malay and Indian student.     
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          




In the process, #25 tells that she learned about the “significance of colored rice to Indians 
and  about  Malays  not wanting to have their pictures taken but would rather focus on  
designs.”  She comments that these activities “were   good for racial harmony because we 
learned  not to be intimidated by each other’s practices, like the kavadi72 in Hindu 
practice.”  As an outcome of all this,  #25  through these actions and interactions, learned 
about cultural differences and to respect them, thus reproducing her appreciation of racial 
harmony which she already believed in but focusing on the ethnic distinctiveness  aspect 
of racial harmony.   
   
At the same time in  this period, the unity aspect of racial harmony was sustained  in  
daily school rituals such as the pledge, the  singing of National anthem, and the 
celebration of National Day. Also included is the daily  negotiation of cultural differences  
that can happen as,  for example, in  racial incidents that   occasionally  pop up   as in this 
1982 incident as  told by   #8:     
 
A Chinese student in Primary Three  told several Indian and Malay classmates, 
“my parents won’t let me sit next to you because, you smelly,  dirty.” Slowly 
this issue was spread among the children before the teacher knew  about it;  
among the children they already  talk and the Chinese girls also told the others 
so [this] spread to several classes. We find out from the girls what this 
[Chinese] girl is talking about and confirm that she’s the one.  During my 
Malay lesson,   I told the students (the group  of Malay students were feeling 
bad)  in Malay what happened, and said but don’t be so sensitive, this might 
happen… Malays also accuse [others] as dirty  -  also  all are dirty, even those 
Chinese also…  [When]  the Malay  children went home and tell  parents,  
[they] were angry, so the  issue became a big issue and the teachers had to 
report to the principal.  Some parents were sensible, they think this one 
                                                 
72
 Kavadi  is a ritual of penance performed on Thaipusan, the Hindu festival of Purification.  The  term  
kavadi refers to a  pole with an arch or frame usually decorated  with peacock feathers that is carried on  the 
shoulder. It has  long skewers that pierce the chest and back skin of the bearer. This is carried by the bearer 
who may have made a promise to do several Thaipusams  to express devotion to God who  hopefully will 
grant some desire, like restore  health to an ailing child.  
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(incident) is so childish,  ignore,  but other parents upset because  [they]   feel 
pressure of bias  …    
 
As #8 goes on to note about this incident: 
 
teachers must have better thinking, that being a teacher have to  inculcate 




In negotiating racial incidents such as this, #8 who had  developed his belief in racial 
harmony earlier was disposed to act on this belief, and in doing so, contributed to the 
continuity and the reproduction of  the belief  in the teacher cultural field and in his 
habitus.       
 
Thus in this period, the principle of state policy continues to focus on multiracialism and 
racial harmony as “unity in diversity.  But the focus of this period was  more on ethnic 
distinctiveness.         
 
Now  I move on to consider the  teachers who joined  the teaching service in this period 
and the continuities  that  they brought to sustain the appreciation of racial harmony as an 
important element of their culture and their  individual and  collective habitus. 
 
 #17  who joined the teaching service in 1982 notes that when growing up in the 1960s 
and in primary school, the whole concept of racial harmony was strongly pushed. Thus, 
she locates her belief in racial harmony in these early school years. “During a time of  
racial riots,  it  is very important as a young nation to get Singapore thinking in terms of 
respecting other races.” As a Eurasian,  she noted that she  herself  did  not encounter 
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racism  but being non-Chinese she noticed that “people were  not  aware that they are not 
considering  other races.”  
 
#11, a Malayalee, joined the teaching service in 1989. She grew up in Queenstown,  an  
area in which different races lived.   Her family was  one out  of  only two or three Indian 
families but they were surrounded by more Malays with Chinese, a minority. She notes 
that “they accept me and did not in any way discriminate.” Thus, she places the 
beginnings of her belief in racial harmony in this environment.       
 
#15 joined the teaching  service in 1993. She tells  that  when she was young  the notion 
of  racial harmony was not  really that important but it was there.     She  attended a  
Christian mission school  with very few Malays, one or two,   and only in  certain grade 
levels. When she  went to junior College, she did not interact much with Malay 
classmates. When posted to her first school, a   government school,  she was “in cultural 
shock” since there were so many   Malays, forty percent Malays in certain classes and 
sixty per cent Chinese.  She adjusted, however, and learned more about  Malay culture 
from her  Malay colleagues, why they celebrated Hari Raya, why they ate with  their   
hands and why they  preferred cats over dogs. She realized she had been very ignorant. 
As she notes, she “realized  that  racial harmony was important when  she was posted to  
government school and seeing more Malays and Indians.”     
 
Thus we can see that  the new teachers coming into the educational system in this  period  
had either developed their appreciation of racial harmony  in the context of living in 
multiracial residential communities or in the multiracial schools they attended or taught 
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in. Furthermore, the principle of racial harmony  continued to be an important structuring  
principle of the  state cultural field in this 1978-1996 period.   
 
In summary, for this 1978-1996 period,  the teachers (re)created their belief in racial 
harmony as a continuing product of their response to the ethnocultural situation created 
by state  focusing on the ethnic distinctiveness aspect.  At the same time, teachers 
reproduced the ethnic unity aspect particularly in their negotiation of racial issues 
involving parents and students.  
 
To summarize for the whole industrial period from  959-1996, in responding to the 
changing ethnocultural situations created by state policy via MOE directives and school 
rules and regulations, teachers created and recreated their belief in racial  harmony as 
unity in diversity. The focus in the 1959-1978 period was on the unity aspect and the 
1979-1996 period on the diversity aspect of racial harmony. The belief in racial harmony 
was created as an outcome of a social process of action/interactions with students, 
parents,  colleagues, and principals in which teachers negotiated ethnocultural issues they 
face as they went about the daily business of teaching in this period and found the focus 
on racial harmony useful in dealing with and reducing  “racial” conflict.      
 
 
Belief in Educational Meritocracy: 1959-1996 
 
In this section, I note how teachers  developed  from the early to late industrial  period, 
their belief in educational meritocracy. This was  created and recreated    as an outcome 
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of teachers’ collective adaptations to situations  created by state policy via MOE 
directives and  school  rules and regulations.    
 
By meritocracy, teachers mean “not showing preference by race or family connection  but  
merit and ability and doing the best to achieve what you want”  (#33);  “belief in abilities 
and good performance” (#24); “what you can achieve by your individual effort rather 
than background from somewhere (#25); “equal opportunity, where everybody is given 
whatever standing regardless of race, religion, and family background” #17); “students 
are   judged by effort and quality of work” (#12).  Following teachers, then, I  mean by 
meritocracy, equality of opportunity based on individual merit (ability/talent and effort),  
not  race, religion or family background and reward based on performance.73  Thus, there 
are two articulated beliefs involved in the notion of meritocracy:  belief in equality of 
opportunity regardless of race, religion,  family background  and the belief in individual 
merit (ability/talent and effort) and reward for performance based on this. By educational 
meritocracy, I mean an educational system that is shaped by this principle of meritocracy 
so defined.         
 
Under British colonialism, meritocracy did not operate as a general societal principle. 
However, its government schools did embed elements of   meritocracy  as   merit  in   
doing well on   examinations  was recognized.  In the English government schools,  
students doing well would qualify for  scholarships to move on to secondary education or  
to England for university education.  As for the Malay  government schools, the 
Department of Education at various times had different arrangements to move its top 
students    to English government schools to further their education in English.   Similarly 
                                                 
73
 Interestingly,  gender was not mentioned although class is in the reference to family background.    
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government-aided schools such as the  mission schools embedded   meritocratic elements 
as they were  subject  to  some of the guidelines of the Department of Education for 
testing and examination. Chinese education   allowed to develop  through  the support of  
private  initiative (clan  or dialect   groups or philanthropists) also included meritocratic 
elements in its  examination system adopted from China. Similarly the Tamil schools   
mirrored the system of examinations from India. Thus,  the different streams of education 
in Singapore during the colonial period  embedded elements of    meritocracy  in terms of 
achievement in  doing well in   examinations.  
  
The British on their return after the Japanese Occupation  enshrined one of  the important 
elements of meritocracy in education, the principle of equality of opportunity in the 
notion of universalization of education from Primary One    to Primary Six  regardless of 
race, language and religion.  This early focus on multiracial meritocracy - equal treatment 
of all races, but reward based on ability/talent and effort - was played out in the politics of 
this era and   subsequently strongly  informed the PAP approach to national building and 
economic development.    
  
 
1959-1996: Creation and Recreation of Belief in Meritocracy  
 
In this industrial period from 1959-1996,  teachers created and recreated their belief in 
meritocracy in response to the changing situations created by state policy. I first discuss 
this  early  period  from 1959 to 1978  and the later one   from 1979-1996.      
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(a)  1959 to 1978:  Responding to State Initiatives on Educational Meritocracy   
 
In this period of survival-driven education, the relevant state policies via MOE  directives 
and school rules and regulations which create the educational access  situation to which 
teachers adapted and created this element of teacher culture may be mentioned. This 
includes  first one of the aspects of the principle of   meritocracy - equality of opportunity 
as the basis of nationhood in which   citizens were  to be treated equally without regard 
for  religion, race, descent, or place of birth -  in  education  in  the  promotion of  
universal education in  primary  schools begun by the British.     
 
As  #8 notes, school rules “insist on meritocracy” and  #25 notes that all   teachers  had to 
teach the pledge to the students  and  to  treat students equally.   Also, the MOE directive 
for open admission to schools due to the principle of   universalization of education  
meant  that  many  teachers  faced  students of widely varying  intellectual (and 
sometimes even varying  physical) abilities.     #29  notes  that  MOE  guidelines  and 
school policy  directed teachers  to  use  group work to teach such mixed ability classes74 
as a fair way  to teach, (#29)  and  consistent  with meritocratic principles. Teachers were 
also learning from  the Teachers’ Training College  about conducting such group work.  
Also they were expected to prepare students as best they could for the PSLE 
examinations, thus the aspect of meritocracy based on reward for ability/talent  and effort 
in  academic achievement.  
 
                                                 
74
 At this time students were not “streamed as a whole” (i.e., nationally) and there was no banding (classes 
divided by ability) within schools.   
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Thus teachers followed the guidelines to do group work. For example, #29  tells how in 
this early period, he conducted a lot of  group work in this period.   He would conduct the 
lesson for the whole class  and then  divide  the   pupils who were similar in ability so 
they  could move at  their own pace.  He would   then help students, individual or in 
groups who needed it.  Also,  students who had understood the concept being taught  were  
 
asked  to assist other students.    #29 found that with this method, students were learning 
and  also, he did not have to do any  remedials.  Thus as #29  notes: 
 
 
when we put in practice this group method, we came to be more aware that    
meritocracy was the fair way to decide  based on the  pupil’s merit and where 
needed, the teacher would  compensate by spending more time for the weaker 
one.    
 
Thus #29 in practicing meritocracy daily, and finding it useful, expedient, and rewarding 
in his teaching over time developed and naturalized meritocracy   as an important belief 
in his habitus.      
 
Similarly,  #8 notes that  from the very beginning, he followed the group method of 
teaching. First, he would give the students a common lesson and then on the basis of this 
would be able to find out  the student’s level of understanding.  From his experience in 
teaching the Malay language, he observed that students will vary in different abilities 
such as     comprehension, oral skills or  written skills. He would  find out  their abilities  
in these different areas and adjust his teaching accordingly much like #29’s description.  
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Central to the idea of meritocracy is putting in the effort to achieve something. As 
teachers  note in this early period (and through their career), they would  encourage the 
children to work hard to achieve.  As  #25 tells: 
 
 
There was a lot of friendly competition amongst teachers. You will be taking 
one class, I’ll be taking other, see which one of us get better child, whether   
my child has more marks than your child, very friendly competition.       
 
 
Not only in classroom teaching but assigning responsibilities to students,   teachers found 
the principle and strategy of meritocracy helpful.  Thus,  #33   notes that when he selected 
class leaders, he  would  do it fairly  based on the  performance of  the  pupil,  his  
character,  and  strengths instead of “seeing which child likes him more.” 
 
 Also further in this period, with open admission of children of  different races and 
abilities, teachers through their teaching were observing  different abilities in  learning 
among the different races. In the  colonial period, this was not   evident as the Malays 
were mainly in Malay schools (#29) but it became evident to teachers as more Malays 
entered the English-streamed  schools  and because of language-based streaming during 
this period. Thus #29 noticed   early that Malays  had  difficulties  with  mathematics and 
science and #25   found “Malays are weaker in math and some Malays, no matter how 
hard have no head for figures.”    
       
However, teachers had developed their belief in meritocracy as part of their habitus even 
before joining  the teaching service. Thus, they were predisposed to integrate this into 
their teaching.  For example,  #8, of Malay background,    tells that his belief in 
meritocracy goes back to his mother’s efforts. His mother  who had not received  any  
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education  would constantly  remind  him about the importance of education and to work 
hard. She would point to  people noted for their achievement and hard work in the 
community for #8  to emulate. Thus through such conditioning,#8 developed his belief in 
meritocracy  or the  disposition to go through the sacrifice and hardwork  as he did in 
working to attain his teacher  credentials.  And also,  in his teaching, #8    would tell the 
kids to work hard  and point out important  people for them to emulate in his classes on 
CME (Civics and Moral Education). In learning early in life to work hard towards a goal 
and  emphasizing this in his teaching when  the occasion arises  to his students,  #8  
produced and reproduced his belief in meritocracy.       
 
#2, of Chinese background, also tells how when he was going to school in the 1950s, his 
family and“all families” would  tell their children to  study hard, get a  good education, 
then get job in the civil service. His parents would point to   the night-soil carrier, saying 
“if you don’t get education, will end up carrying this.” He would share  this with his 
students  to make a point at different times with his students when appropriate.  
 
#25, of Chinese background notes that her parents  would sit down with them as she and 
her siblings did their homework.  She attributes this to immigrant values and also Chinese 
traditional values. Thus, as a teacher, she could not imagine not working hard and was 
surprised that not all students thought the same about working hard.  Similarly, #16 of 
Indian background tells about her mother sitting with her by candlelight as she did her 
homework.   
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 #26, of Chinese background, notes that it was “already drummed into us, the   idea of 
hard work.” She tells that her parents expected her to get good results  before they  paid  
for certain items desired.  Also, she  learned  in school that:   
 
if you are clever, people will look up to you. If you are first in something, 
others will look up to you and you could become a teachers’ pet and things like 
that….In school,  kids were always comparing their marks,… so there was this 
competition and frequent  rivalry.        
 
 
According to #26,  her  belief in work hard is based on her Chinese cultural beliefs which 
she integrated into her teaching: 
 
I applied my values from home towhat I teach. With the kids,  I  would always 
extol them, tell them that to work  hard is good. For the weaker who were not 
doing well, I would  help out.  If a child does well, praise and give an excellent 
star.  I also praised those who improve, gave the best effort.  
 
 
Thus in this period, teachers developed their belief in meritocracy  in response to MOE 
directives to teach group work to mixed ability classes and to   conform to the  principle 
of meritocracy in their teaching.  In doing so, teachers found the strategy useful and thus 
in their daily teaching practice    created and recreated their belief in educational 
meritocracy. In this adjustment they integrated meritocratic values learned from their 
cultures about the importance in education and hard work into their teaching and  
inculcating the value of hard work to  their students.  However, in this period of survival-
driven education with emphasis on nation-building (#29) and education of the masses, the 
focus of  meritocracy was on equality of opportunity. This moved to belief in individual 
merit in academic    performance  in the next period. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          




(b)  1979-1996: Responding to Efficiency-Driven Education: Creation and 
                    Recreation of Examination Meritocracy     
 
As noted, teachers by 1978 had developed their belief in meritocracy as equality of 
opportunity based on individual  merit (ability and talent) with some emphasis on 
examination performance as a core element of their culture/habitus.  But the focus was on   
equality of opportunity  more than   on  merit in achievement.  In this period, there is  
continuity in teachers’ belief in meritocracy  since  state policy continued to sustain this 
principle to pervade the situation and the school field  in which teachers worked. Also, 
teachers joining the teaching service  who had gone through the educational system in the 
1960s or early 1970s as students had some appreciation of meritocracy,  conscious or 
unconscious.   For example,  #17 who joined the teaching service in 1982, notes that her 
belief in meritocracy, the equality of opportunity aspect, was  nurtured during her primary 
school years:  
 
Meritocracy came with nation-building. When I went to primary school in 
1968,  Singapore had   just gained Independence,  so  meritocracy was    very 
strong, ….  did feel democracy, this thing as we’re all one race, one nation, so 
many races  belonging together,  everyone has equal opportunity.    
 
 
#11, who joined the teaching service in 1989, also attributes her belief in   meritocracy  to 
her  upbringing though she did not go into the specifics of this upbringing.  She  tells that 
she “always felt that race, religion will not determine how far you go in life” suggesting  
in her choice of words “always felt” that this (meritocracy as equality of opportunity) was 
something she  believed in and took for granted as part of her habitus.  
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 #15  notes that she believes in educational meritocracy. She came from “a humble 
background” in which her parents were not educated. Through their own education, she  
and   her siblings  improved their positions in society.  As she notes “in a meritocracy if 
you do well and continue to do well, this meritocracy will help you to get out of  the 
lower  class.”  Thus  she  believes in examination meritocracy which “may not be  the 
perfect system to assess the child, but it is the  most objective as a yardstick to assess how 
much learning has taken place.”   
 
However, in this period, changes in state policy via MOE directives and school rules  
created changes in the teachers’ work situation. The changed  situation  included  the 
focus on efficiency-driven  education beginning with   national  streaming;75  introduction 
of  the  A-star76 system of grading in   1982;  of SAP77 schools; and  the Gifted Education 
Program in 1984.  In 1991,    streaming was delayed by one year and the Normal, 
Extended and Monolingual streams were    replaced by    EM1, EM2, and  EM3 
respectively.      MOE’s focus on efficiency-driven education continued unabated as it 
pressured principals for high percentage passes in PSLE exams with rankings    of 
secondary schools introduced in 1992.  
 
The response of teachers to this move to efficiency-driven education have   been  
discussed  earlier in connection with teachers’ creation and  recreation of attitudes of  
qualified openness to change and the appreciation of bilingual multilingualism. I focus  
now on how teachers’ responses  led to the outcome in which teachers created and 
recreated their belief in examination   meritocracy in this period.  
                                                 
75
 Students were streamed into the  normal, extended, and  monolingual streams  for primary schools on the 
basis of  ability in  assessment tests in Mathematics, English, and Second (Mother Tongue) Language.  
76
 This replaced the pass/fail system of the previous period (#1).  
77
 In SAP schools,  students could take both English and Mother Tongue at first language level.         
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          




The State’s focus on efficiency-driven education beginning with national   streaming 
promoted a particular type of meritocracy  in  which  students   were streamed according 
to their  ability allowing both “bright” and “slower” students to move at their own pace.  
As such, this  emphasis was different from the previous period in which meritocracy was 
more focused on equality of opportunity  at a time of   nation building and 
universalization of education in which students were not streamed as a whole, but were 
taught in mixed ability classes.  
 
Many teachers came to accept streaming and the type of educational meritocracy 
supported by the State. Teachers, through their teaching experience were well aware that  
students differed in ability.  Many feel that   the needs of both the “bright” and “slow” 
children  needed  to be considered.     As #17 notes,  if   the brighter students   were  not 
separated  from the slower ones,  it would mean that the former would not be challenged 
while the latter would  feel inferior in the mainstream class. Some teachers even viewed 
asking the “brighter” students to help the “slower” students as inappropriate.  Thus there 
would be benefit in giving the slower paced students more time to complete  primary 
school.    Also,  other   teachers felt that it was easier to teach the streamed classes  since 
the variability in ability would be reduced.    However, teachers like #33 and #24 
continued throughout to be discomforted by the stigma with #33 feeling that the 
differences in ability could be dealt with by the teacher in the classroom than by a system 
of national streaming in which better students “develop   too much pride,” and the lesser 
students develop low    self-esteem.   
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With respect to streaming, #25 notes  that although MOE told teachers not to prepare 
students for the  examinations as it was an intelligence test in which  studying would not 
help (#25,  #29), many teachers did train their students.   However despite this,  #26 tells 
about a group of senior teachers  in a  district meeting  who in  response  to  pressure from 
parents,  thought up the idea of using graded worksheets to prepare the students with their 
streaming examinations  and brought their idea to their  schools.    
 
#25 notes  that teachers also came to realize  that they could prepare  students as they saw 
that the  streaming test had Primary Four or Five level questions that could be learned. 
Thus some teachers started to devote much time in   preparing their students.  #25 recalls 
one  teacher whose Primary Three class    had  so  many students who had done well in 
the  first round of streaming test  and thus qualify for the second round for the Gifted 
Education Program. This  preparation of students for streaming examinations became a 
usual  practice in  some schools, as suggested by #24, as she said  teachers would really 
prepare the students and work themselves and their students hard. The outcome of  these 
process of adjustment is that teachers like #24  produced and reproduced their belief in 
examination  meritocracy.   
 
As for teachers teaching the classes when streamed,  #17  tells about  her first  Extended 
class  in  1980 which she took over from several teachers who had   problems controlling 
the class: 
  
it took  a while before I built up my relationship with the students. They were 
very weak, totally misbehaved and can take control of the room… I was able to 
(manage) them through a mixture of strong discipline and lots of love. I   
created discipline by drawing the parameters, if crossed, I would react and   
make sure that they face the consequences … something as simple as time out 
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in  a  corner, as  standing  up,  or  being sent outside of class sometimes I  sent 
the student to the office for caning. This has to be done. But I  emphasized  the    
smallest things they do that was  right and build on this  since I find children 
need attention. So I applied  psychology  telling them that I  believe in them. I 
would say to them, “I don’t care that somebody told you that you’re stupid, you 
could do this,  this math  question”  or   “isn’t that wonderful and quietly move 
away.”  If   they are embarrassed, just a nod and smile, this is enough 
sometimes.      
 
 
Thus, #17 used a variety of strategies, persuasive (psychological) and    punitive as a last 
resort to encourage the students to behave and achieve. In her belief in them and giving 
them opportunities to learn and behave, in encouraging them, she was able to achieve  
some success. As  an  outcome of applying these strategies, she  reproduced her belief in 
meritocracy as equal opportunity.   
 
#8, a Malay teacher, notes also that in teaching the Extended and Monolingual Malay 
classes,  he  found  that  the children felt better in their own group.    Also over time,  he  
observed  that the children  improved  their  results. With a weaker class, he  could   
provide  more  help, thus improving  their own and   school results. Thus, #8 sees 
streaming as helpful and developed some appreciation of it. Many teachers come to 
accept this form of examination   meritocracy  through their experiences.        
 
Similarly, #25 came to this acceptance in teaching an Extended class in the 1980s.  She 
describe the students as “very naughty, all of them failed”  when she took over the class 
and that she was very fearful because of such students.   However, she  was able to  
develop  rapport  with the students  and  used many strategies as mentioned to encourage 
them to work hard.  She  used  Primary Two materials to teach this class and focused on 
improving their English  skills in which they were weak. She later noticed that some of 
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the students    were actually not very weak in their work. They actually excelled by the 
time  they entered Extended 8 with one student getting an A-star for mathematics    in the 
PSLE  and going on  to the Express stream in Secondary school  along with five other 
students in her class.  These students did the same PSLE  as the  mainstream streams but  
just took two years longer. As a result of this experience, #25 notes: 
 
[I] felt that they [the students] should be given more time to work on whatever. 
I don’t feel that academic is so important that you must actually finish it within 
the 4, 5, or 6 years.      
 
 
Thus  #25  developed  the desire to teach Extended or Monolingual classes and continued 
to ask to teach such classes to the surprise of her colleagues and principals. However, in 
the context of the pressure for good examination   results, teachers generally developed 
the attitude that they did not want to teach these lower streamed classes. This attitude was 
developed from their  interpretation of their experiences that these students were difficult 
to teach and to discipline and moreover would bring down the PSLE scores.  #17 tells that 
she heard  teachers  saying things like “stupid kids,  I don’t want to teach these classes.” 
 
In response to MOE’s directives/procedure towards efficiency-based education, principals  
imposed  altered  rules and regulations that  created the situation to which teachers  
adjusted.  These include  making remedials and worksheets compulsory and  expecting   
90% (#25)  or 100%  (#29)  passes for students in all level examinations, including the  
PSLE exam.  
 
With regard to remedials,  #29  relates  that principal  in his school in the mid-1980s   
asked all teachers  in his school to conduct  remedials. In response, one   teacher in a 
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meeting questioned the need saying that his class did not need  the remedials as his 
students were  doing  very  well. But  the principal  insisted, saying that everyone must be 
treated  equally,  and advised the teacher to give   enrichment sessions.           
   
 
As  #33 notes with regard to compulsory remedials:      
 
after all, there is no way out, if in  general the practice is that every teacher 
have to do the remedial, to be fair to others, others also have to do,… ifthe    
teacher shows a negative attitude, openly defy and not follow, and make 
himself stand out,  he will get a bad year end report….Also, if the result of 
remediation is that the school does well in the competition, the teacher would 
be  glad for a  good school and the principal  would be  happy.   
 
 
Thus through theconsiderations noted above of expediency to avoid a negative work 
review and  satisfaction/reward derived  from student’s achievement of   good results 
through remedials, from principal’s approval,  teachers overtime   developed remedials to 
become institutionalized as a norm of their teaching practice.  
    
#25 notes with regard to worksheets78 that they “provide students with practice  to do well 
in a particular concept, towards exams.” The principal in her school    made it compulsory 
for every grade level to do common worksheets for all   its subjects  such as Mathematics, 
Science, English, and the Mother Tongue Languages. Thus, there were worksheets for the  
whole school.  She notes: 
 
it was ridiculous, we were creating a culture of worksheets. But we did it    and 
it became a norm for us, due to our kiasuism. If it became a norm, we    did it 
and actually believed in it.   
 
                                                 
78
 In the previous period, remedials were given  at the discretion of the teacher.        
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          




The purpose of compulsory remedials and worksheets were to improve on student’s 
examination results which would improve the school’s results. As #29 notes, the teachers 
implemented these remedials and worksheets which     became “ part of the  their  job and 
unquestioned.”   
 
At the same, time, I note the varied responses of teachers to the increasing emphasis on 
results. There were those who left  the service.  #11, like many teachers, worked within  
the rules of the game.  Many teachers especially in the government schools were unhappy 
with what they interpreted as unrealistic expectations  on the part of principals and MOE  
for  students from poor neighbourhoods  to  achieve high examination  scores.  #11  in 
response, used her statistical knowledge gained from a university class to create a statistic 
which would  factor in  student’s  relative improvement/achievement.  To create this 
statistic,  #11 would give students a  pre-test in the beginning of the year  to track the 
relative improvement or lack of it of students in exams through the  school term and year.  
Although she had mentioned   this statistic to the principal, it was not until after a meeting 
in which another school revealed that they used a similar statistic that the principal asked  
#11 to use her statistic for his school.     
 
Also, in this period, MOE procedures led to progressive increases in the   content of 
curriculum which was reflected in higher content expectations in    PSLE exams that were 
passed down to all grade levels. This was   another source of demand on teachers. As  #25 
notes:  
 
The Primary School Leaving Exam (PSLE) actually sets the whole thing,   how 
difficult,  how much the children have to know. We are thinking of PSLE even 
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in Primary One....like once  we actually discuss with my principal, how can we 
make PSLE results better and look all the way down to Primary One   so 
Primary One should be the ones to start giving a very sound foundation,    this 
will be judged  from the paper set by the Ministry....very examination oriented, 
even up to to-day. It’s like more and more, and every year, the exams for the 
children are getting harder and harder. Activities which are never   heard of  
(being) done  in primary  school, they are doing it now, ....now, look at  some 
of the science activities, I think some are actually secondary school work, 
before they even  understand  it’s already like, they are being tested  on them – 
maths, all those problems and things like that. But all these are set by PSLE, 
...(the)  style, the way they set the questions, so we have to train the kids all the 
way.        
 
 
With streaming, the differences in achievement by “race” became very apparent as the 
lower streamed classes have greater numbers of Malay and Indian students. Teachers in 
adjusting to the school expectation for examination excellence enhanced their tendency to 
judge the capabilities of the children based on their achievement in examinations. This 
shows that  teachers had internalized their belief in exam meritocracy as part of their 
habitus.  As  #11 notes:   
 
With regard to  Malays you rarely see the average, they are either very good or 
very  bad.  It's very difficult to find them  in the mediocre or average range. I 
don't want to make a sweeping statement  but if go to a class with the four 
different races  including Eurasians, you will notice that the children not doing 
well are always the Malays and Indians….Our Indian and Malay pupils do well 
in language,  they  speak very well,  go for oratorial contests  in English since 
they  are forced to  speak the English more frequently than the Chinese 
students who tend to speak in Mandarin.  But the Malay and Indians only do 




They also judge parents in terms of the quality of their  support of their child’s education. 
As  #11, a Malayalee  notes that in her school: 
 
if you get a sampling and all that, you’ll notice that the Indian student’s   
attendance is not as good as the Chinese.  Indian parents like to watch a lot of  
television.They will tell their children, “sit down and study” and they would   
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watch television. It’s a very  typical thing because when our students come to 
school, they would  actually be singing the (Tamil)jingles they hear on  
television. Sometimes  I would   wonder  where the jingles came from since  
they had told me they were following their timetable and doing their 
homework. They would say “yeh, but my parents are watching (the 
television)”. When you talk about Chinese parents, when it comes to the  child 
doing their homework, they don't have the television on.  In fact, they are there 
supervising....that much of  commitment is there. And they really tell children, 
I want you to do well. Their children come up with so many books, just buy the 
books.You rarely see this in Indian families. So far in my school,  most of  the 
Indian pupils  are  not doing well academically and most of them do not  come 
from very good families. 
  
This theme of parental and  cultural deficit is quite prevalent  and as noted by #29, only 
came about in the mid-1980s when the demand for examination results increased when 
teachers had more expectations for parents to support them in  getting the students to do 
their homework.       
      
That the belief in  examination meritocracy has been internalized is shown when  
teachers’  commitment to students for examination  results  is used as a criteria to judge  
the teacher as  caring.  As #12  tells  about  these teachers: 
    
Caring teachers with cold would  still come to schools so we have to tell them 
to go home, even teachers with family obligations. This  teacher in our school  
who was sick with four kids of her own, promised her pupils that she will give 
them supplementary lessons. When we  told her  to go  home she  said “can’t 
afford, have exam in two weeks.” 
 
 
In this period, teachers reported incidents in which the belief in meritocracy appear to 
work in contradiction with the belief in racial harmony.The  contradiction, however, 
allowed the space for the incident to affirm the importance of  both principles at the same 
time. This is shown in the following  1984 incident reported by #32  who as  noted  (see 
page 208-209) had  through her individual cultural trajectory of growing up in multiracial 
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kampong and Catholic upbringing  created a disposition to act on  such belief.  At the 
time of this incident, she had already taught 17 years and the new school she was 
transferred to had a student population in which 25%  were Malay: 
 
At the new school, I was  given a P2 class...this Malay boy was very slow. I 
was trying to coach him. Another Malay boy, I coached, did it  wrong and 
again did it wrong. In frustration, I ripped the paper,threw it into wastebasket79.  
I kept back the child for recess and actively tried to teach the child. Two or 
three days later,  the parent complained I was anti-Malay.   I went after him for 
not doing work properly, to make them buck up....The first mother had taken 
the  paper from the wastepaper basket and said I was prejudiced against Malay 
boys. I said to  the  parent go complain, and  said to the Senior Assistant, “let 
me know the conclusion” and marched to the common room and bleeding was 
admitted into hospital, that’s how my first son came into this world.  The vice-
principal checked my books and after checking said that he did not find 
evidence [of racism]. 
 
 
#32 tells that there were a number of reasons for her outburst, her emotional state during 
advanced  pregnancy and her unhappiness in being transferred to a different school which 
had no bus access but involved a long walk  from the main road to reach. But of relevance 
to the discussion at hand,  #32  noted that  she  had to adapt to the difference between the 
new  school (a neighbourhood school)   and her  previous school which “had  a  certain 
academic standard”. The Senior Assistant in the new school  tried to  defend  #32, 
explaining to the Malay  parent that  #32  had transferred  from a  different school in 
which the  standard was higher and wanted a higher standards for the Malay child and 
that #32 was not  going against the  child.  As #32 notes: 
 
I was not reacting to the child being Malay. [In] not getting them to understand 
the concepts, I was very frustrated, I  kept back the child for recess.  
                                                 
79
 #32 notes that what she did to the Malay student  was not unusual. She was not “doing to the child” but to 
the work.  She was “trying to get the students   to do the work but they were angry with her”.  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          




In retrospect, #32 notes that she would approach the issue differently and  definitely be 
more patient with the  child.80   As she further notes: 
 
[For] Malay students, there is a tendency to be a bit weaker in maths. Because 
of that have to be very careful when tell parents that their kid is not good in 
math… Is a sensitive issue,  some parents do not like that to be pointed out.   
 
 
And stating her belief in meritocracy as equal opportunity, #32 notes: 
 
 
as a teacher can’t say this is Malay and let him go to one side, and Chinese,…  
Any teacher, regardless of your race,  should  see each child as your equal. 
 
 
Thus in #32’s and the Senior  Assistant’s negotiation of  this incident in which  racial 
harmony and  meritocracy appear to work in opposition, both principles were  affirmed.  
Similar incidents that can happen in the  daily teaching life  of teacher  can create  and 
recreate continuity in both the teachers’ belief in racial harmony and meritocracy. Here is 
a  similar incident in 1996,  as told  by #9, a Malay a teacher in a mission school: 
 
This Indian student was not doing her spelling homework in Malay class.  
When this happens second or third time, I made the student write (her 
homework) 10 times. This girl told her  mother;  the  mother wanted to know, 
“others have to write once, why  her daughter had to write ten times?  I told her 
“I  am not treating her daughter unfairly – other students have to do the same.”  
Later this student tells the mother that I forbid her into her class unless she took 
off her bindi (on her forehead).  The  Mother went  to the principal; the  
principal called the student and me, and asked the student about what she said. 
The student admitted that she lied, so the principal and I went to the child’s 
house and asked the child to tell the   mom….What benefit [from doing what I 
did] I’m not a racist.. Tamil, Chinese all alike… I treat kids same…. I’m not 
unfair…. Mother said if it was not true, she will apologize but she thinks her 
                                                 
80
 As #32 remarks , “don’t expect expectant mom to be very patient and calm”.   
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daughter is  telling the  truth. But the child then told the mom that what she 
said  (her accusation)  was true.  Back in school, the child was again in the 
office with me (#9);  the principal  asked a Sister to help…the Sister and child 
talked together and child told the Sister that she [had lied].   
 
The child was away from school for 2 weeks and I had thought because the 
mother was mad at me….That  was not true as the mom just sent the child for 
treatment. Later, the child’s mother comes to apologize…. I  do not   know the 
education of the mother but the child when they were at their house seem to be 
doted upon… The child had made up the story….     
 
All through this incident, I thought that it was unfair….I  was really upset 
about it all …. I told myself that I  had to act as professional, can’t hit her, just 
because she say this about me.  I can’t teach her less, I teach as what I normally 
do. I resent that the girl act this way because of her home, what personal 
problem she having that she’s taking it out on me… I know I’m not guilty, now 
this girl is in Secondary One, and she still come back to look for me and she 
still remembers this incident,… Please chiku, “don’t tell the rest”    because she 
was really ashamed for what she did.    
 
 
This incident also highlights the opposition between meritocracy and its   two aspects 
equality of opportunity aspect  and reward for  achievement and hard work and the belief 
in racial harmony.  #9 noted  that she had assigned disciplinary measures on the basis of 
the meritocratic principle of  encouraging achievement and hard work.  However, the 
mother   accused #9  of racism,  of discriminatory treatment towards her daughter, which 
#9 denied, asserting that she treated all student’s the same regardless of race. This 
contradiction happens since racial harmony is constructed on basis of equal treatment 
only,  while meritocracy is constructed on basis of  equality of opportunity (and therefore 
equal treatment) and  merit (ability and effort) in achievement.  The teacher was treating 
all students alike in dispensing “equal opportunity discipline,” but this was seen as 
discriminatory by the minority parent.  However, in negotiating incidents like this,  #9 in 
effect  produced  and reproduced  her belief  in both meritocracy and  racial harmony. 
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To sum up, in this period from 1979 to  1996  through the social  processes of  their 
adjustment to national  streaming and responding to MOE push for high exam passes and 
principal’s push for remedials and worksheets, teachers   created and recreated their belief 
in exam meritocracy. In this period, the  belief in merit (ability/talent and effort) and 
reward for achievement had a stronger focus in this period compared to the previous 
period which had a stronger focus on the belief in equality of opportunity.    
 
To summarize for the 1959-1996 period, teachers re(created) their belief in meritocracy in 
its twin aspects  as a product of their response to the changing access to education  
situation  created by state policy to which they responded and adjusted.  I suggest that by 
the 1980’s, the  belief in meritocracy constitute an important belief in the teachers’ 
cultural field and inscribed in the teacher habitus, as a predisposition to act to reproduce 
this belief  and  thereby sustain the continuity of this element of  their culture.   
 
Also I note that from a historical perspective, the consequence of the  teachers’ formation 
and development of their belief in  meritocracy, is  that Singapore’s primary school 
teachers had a part in  socially and culturally emerging the meritocracy that the state 
promoted as  a vision to be achieved. Teachers did not  just reproduce but also produced  
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Qualified Acceptance of Educational Authority 
 
In this section, I examine teachers’ responses to situations created by changes in state 
policy in the 1959-1996 period in which they developed the qualified    acceptance of  
educational  authority  as a core element of their culture.   
 
By authority,81 teachers mean “hierarchy,  government, or school which teachers accept” 
(#26); “a discipline for the individual and community,...need authority to manage daily 
life especially in Singapore; as a leader, there has to be some authority in implementing 
policies”(#8);  “as  a teacher, there has to be some authority to have discipline in class…; 
without authority I don’t think children would pay attention to what the teacher is saying” 
(#2). 
 
These understandings of authority  are consonant with a  Weberian definition  in  terms of 
its  function  and legitimacy.  Thus, I use  the term “authority” to mean  legitimate power.  
As Weber notes,  power is the probability that an individual can achieve his or her will 
even against another individual’s opposition (Weber 1947).  Authority is “legitimate 
power in which people   believe that the differences in power are just and proper” 
(Ferrante: 2006,386).           
 
There are three forms of authority as noted by Weber. Traditional authority is based “on 
an established belief in the sanctity of immemorial traditions and the legitimacy of the 
status of those exercising authority under them” (Weber, 1947) as in the traditional 
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authority of a  Chief,  King, Queen, or one’s parents.82 Rational-legal authority83 rests on 
the acceptance of a set of impersonal rules which formally specifies   the qualifications,84  
the scope and  appropriate conduct required for a personoccupying a powerful  position  
(Ferrante: 2006, 388). Charismatic authority rests on  some exceptional  characteristics of 
an individual who  has the  power to  “sway and control their followers through direct 
emotional appeals  which excite devotion and strong loyalties” and although include 
examples such as Napoleon or Castro would also include the “more ordinary people, such 
as teachers or managers who may also use charisma to exercise power” (Haralambos and 
Holborn: 1995, 502).  Thus educational authority, in the Singapore context refers mainly 
to   officials in MOE and Principals, and Heads of Department in schools whose authority 
has a rational-legal  and sometimes charismatic base.  
 
By   qualified   acceptance of authority,  I  mean   that  the acceptance is qualified.  A 
person may, for example,    accept the rational-legal authority of the principal but only do 
so on the surface in which he/she may go through the motions or do what is required half-
heartedly, thus showing resistance  at the cognitive or emotional level.   
 
The British had developed an educational bureaucracy of English and Malay government, 
government-aided English mission  schools, and some vernacular schools. These were 
administered by the Department of Education which specified the criteria for funding, the 
division of subjects, the curriculum to be followed and the requirements for the 
certification of teachers.   The Chinese community, on the other hand, developed  their 
                                                 
82
 This is the case since a child  in his or her early years depends on the parent(s)  for survival. 
83
 Rational –legal  authority is rational in the sense that  the rules on which it is  based are consciously  
constructed  to achieve specific goals and the means by which it is achieved (Haralambos and Holborn:  
1995, 502).  To give an educational example, the  rules  governing  education   are designed to achieve the 
goal of  realizing the full potential of the child.      
84This would include the specialized knowledge required  in specific occupations.   
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own system of schools subject to the authority of their management boards consisting of 
members from    clan or dialect organizations.  Similarly, Tamil schools developed their 
schools  under the authority of the societies and missionary organizations which created 
them.    
   
On their return after the Japanese Occupation and World War II,  the British attempt to 
extend  its  educational authority over  the Chinese schools were met with  considerable 
resistance. The  People’s Action Party  (PAP), which assumed state power  in 1959,  had 
to be sensitive  to this  resistance  as they moved to implement their version of nation 
building and economic development.   
 
1959-1996: Creation and Recreation of Teachers’ Qualified Acceptance of Educational  
                  Authority  
 
In this period of industrialization, teachers created and recreated an attitude of  qualified 
acceptance of educational authority in their response to changing state policies or 
initiatives that created the authority situation in schools.   These include in the1959 to 
1978  period, PAP actions to extend their authority and consolidate its control over 
schools, particularly the Chinese schools and in the 1979-1996 period, MOE directives 
making  principals more  accountable85 and procedures such as banding and the A* 
system, which highlight the importance of examination results  in the drive for efficiency-
driven education (EDE).  
 
 
                                                 
85
 These include the requirement for principals since the late 1970s to submit three year rolling plans and 
detailed annual plans for their schools.   
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(a)   1959-1978:  Responding to the Extension of PAP Authority in Schools 
 
Although the  PAP  had  won state power in 1959, the ideological conflict within the 
party over union with Malaysia led to the formation of the Barisan   Socialis (“Socialist 
Front”) party, who co-operated with other groups to oppose  the union with Malaysia. The  
PAP interpreted their activities as a   threat to  the  nation and social order and as 
communist influenced, requiring  their intervention  in “Operation Coldstore” 86  in which 
many of the Barisan Sosialis leaders were arrested. This was a period of heightened  
racial tension  in the context of union with Malaysia and also Sukarno, President of 
Indonesia’s policy of Confrontation opposed Singapore’s union with Malaysia. During 
this time,  the  PAP  had yet to establish full control over schools, particularly the Chinese 
vernacular schools. 
  
#33, a Chinese language teacher   refers  in this early   period   to a “cleanup”    in 
Chinese   schools, particularly  in  some of the     vernacular schools in the rural areas:  
 
There was  a  big cleanup in teaching especially  towards  the Chinese teacher.  
The  PAP     felt they were   against the   PAP and pro-communist so the   PAP 
used their authority to expel many of   them   from the   teaching profession. 
Quite a number,    close to one hundred  suffer at that time, I   had some friends 
who suffered this. 
 
As #33  further notes:  
    
It was  not true  (that they)   were   communists and they were  not proved to be 
communists.... Those   expelled  were   not even involved in  the  Barisan 
Socialis Party.  They   just felt  more free in commenting on   current affairs   
and  in    willingly expressing   this, they   suffer this kind   of treatment.   
                                                 
86
 In Operation Coldstore,  one hundred and seven  left-wing  politicians and trade unionists,   many of them 
members of the political party, Barisan Sosialis and Singapore Association of Trade Unions (SATU), were 
arrested.   
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In terms of teachers’  actions/interactions in response   to this “cleanup,”  #33 comments: 
 
those normally make comment kept quiet,  did  not talk in public; they   self-
censured themselves.   Among themselves, they   told each other to keep quiet 
and    to   prove their loyalty.      Thus  the   Chinese teachers at large became 
more self-controlled   in speech,   more withdrawn in the involvement of school 
activity.   
 
An outcome of this adjustment was that the Chinese   teachers “learned the  lesson to 
accept authority”(#33). In other words, Chinese teachers    acceptance of PAP educational 
authority was initially  qualified since it was based on self and collective censure based 
on the  fear of losing their jobs.     
   
 #33 notes, moreover, that the majority of Chinese teachers accept authority suggesting its 
basis in cultural tradition, internalized through social conditioning in family, education, 
and society.  This  acceptance of  traditional authority  is articulated as  respect  (to the 
authority) of elder family members: 
 
For the majority of Chinese teachers, due to our educational background and 
bring-up…accept authority…taught in culture, right from young, through 
textbooks we (had) gone through, through daily teaching by parent, teacher, 
family and society, (this) become tradition for majority of Chinese education’. 
 
 
As he continues to note: 
 
especially in the teaching line, supposed to be culture and educated…accept 
authority is one of the indications of being  educated, accept authority unless 
it’s very extreme. Authority means respect…authority to the majority (of 
Chinese) is something respectful,…give respect to elder and to authority…to us 
in the father, elder, mom, grandparents are authority in family…this kind of 
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#25 also notes the respect for authority came with the immigrants who brought their  
Chinese culture  with them.  
 
Thus the Chinese teachers’ collective and individual cultural trajectories     had 
naturalized a disposition to believe in and  act to respect authority  in their individual and 
collective habitus. This may be assumed to facilitate their  acceptance of  the  
bureaucratic  authority and hierarchy in their workplace.  
 
According to #8, a Malay language teacher,  the Malay teachers and schools were not 
subject to this  “cleanup” noted by #33.  He  recounts that some of the Malay teachers 
strongly supported  the Malay chauvinists and  the United Malays National Organization 
(UMNO), a Malay political party at the time   that espoused communal politics. However, 
he tells that there were “some Malay teachers who voiced  their concerns about the 
erosion of the Malay language with the PAP’s bilingual  policy  and  the separation from 
Malaysia.”    As #8 notes, the Malay teachers were  aware of reports in the newspapers      
about the “cleanup” and  in the climate of unease over communist influence, racial 
tension, later separation from Malaysia and racial riots, the Malay teachers like the 
Chinese teachers reacted with self-censure, silence, and withdrawal from activity (#8).87   
 
At the same time, #8 noted that the Malay teachers  and the Malay community  developed 
an acceptance of PAP authority. This came about as they came to    perceive that the PAP  
did  not   use   force  but   more persuasion,  showing    that it  also  recognized the 
                                                 
87
 At that time,  #8  recounts   he can see  Malay  teachers and Malays  supporting   UMNO   transferring  
their allegiance to the   PAP.  As he notes,   in  1950,  90% of the  Malays supported   UMNO.  By the  mid 
1960s  this had shifted to  50% for UMNO and 50% for the PAP.   After  the  1970s,   #8 tells  that  he 
could  “see the  increased   percentage  in  more teachers  supporting  PAP,  “the majority of Malay 
teachers, among the elite at the time,  see the PAP much better compared to UMNO.”       
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concerns of their community and was not a    Chinese party but  “genuinely  multiracial” 
which included  Malay  elites into politics.   As the   PAP  “indirectly  propagated  more 
of their policy, with incentives, slowly  the  opposition  and  the Malay political party 
become weak and among teachers slowly go in favour of PAP”  (#8).   
  
As in the Chinese community, the Malay community also shared a collective cultural 
trajectory which inscribed a similar disposition to respect the authority, particularly of 
elders (#8).  It is a duty in the Malay culture, strengthened with Islam, for the children to 
look after the elderly, grandfather and parents, and the duty of the parent to look after the 
child, this child being a gift of God (#8).   #24 noted, a mixed heritage (Malay, Chinese, 
Indian), also a  Muslim tells that in the Malay school in which she worked in the late 
1960s and 1970s, as a young Malay, she had to give the old Malay teachers in the school 
the  respect and obedience which was expected. And this respect for  elders can facilitate 
the acceptance of authority and hierarchy at work.   
 
As for the Tamil teachers and the Tamil community, #34 noted that they did not feel the 
“cleanup”.  The  “Tamil teachers were very happy, not involved   in them.”  Only a few 
people were involved,  a  few were sent back to India or      Malaysia. He further that the 
Tamil teachers and the community accepted   PAP authority since the community was 
happy the PAP’s support of their language and culture in which “schools were required  
to have a Tamil teacher even if there were only ten Tamil  children in a school.” Also, 
through  hearing of reports in newspapers, the Tamil teachers  realized that  it was  best to  
keep quiet  and not engage in political  comment or  activity.      
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Similarly, as in the Chinese and Malay communities, the Tamil community  inculcated 
the respect for the  authority of elders through, for example Tamil verses (#19’s 
daughter). One  version notes “mather, pita, guru, deribo”  meaning  mother, father, 
teacher, and God,  in which: 
 
you must respect your mother first, because she gives birth to you, later your 
dad, because he’s educator, and later teachers, so that’s been imbibed in us ever 
since we’re born, and the fourth respect is God, so God is fourth place, in 
Tamil society, God is fourth place.  
 
It may be assumed that this kind of cultural conditioning which had inscribed this 
consensus to authority as part of the teacher habitus would predispose them to  consent to  
authority and hierarchy  in their school and workplace.   
 
Along similar  lines,  #26 notes that in the girls’ mission school in which she taught,  they 
“had none of the “cleanup”…so obedient  they  didn’t have to tell us”.  She recounts that 
the cleanup only affected Chinese medium schools and  attributes the teachers’ obedience 
in her school to  gender -  the  “difference between men and ladies, the  men have their 
ideology,  belief so strong”.  She also pointed to the nature of relationships in convent 
school: 
 
We were a convent school and in my school at the time most were married with 
children and followed whatever directives asked of us by the principals, who 
were Irish or French nuns at the time. They  are the authority, authority comes 
with, you know,  this hierarchy, everybody knows. 
 
Thus #26 suggests that teachers in the mission school were predisposed to obey authority  
and hierarchy  based on the Catholic faith and as well, their  gender.    
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Similarly #29, an English teacher in a government school recalled that there was “no 
cleanup” in his school.  He did, however hear from newspapers about  Operation 
Coldstore in which “undesirable elements were arrested, suspected of being communists 
and in the context of country  were put behind bars.”  He notes also  that  the political 
situation at the time would have  silenced talk  in the schools for fear of accusation of  
disloyalty to country.     
 
Thus, in response to the extension of PAP authority in the context of political crisis and  
conflict, teachers in adjusting to the PAP’s judicious use of a    combination of coercion 
and persuasion reproduced their acceptance of authority, qualified in the beginning, as in 
the Malays but this original resistance changed to some acceptance. Also, this acceptance 
of authority was facilitated by teachers’ individual and collective trajectory which had 
inscribed in their habitus  the norm of consensus/acceptance of authority, and obedience 
to elders. It may be noted that this facilitated the acceptance of authority  and hierarchy  
in the school and education field     
 
Given what has been noted about the respect for authority being entrenched in the 
collective habitus and individual habitus of Chinese, Malay, and Tamil teachers, it would 
be safe to say that in general, most of the teachers accepted the educational authority of 
the PAP. Yet as noted #33 noted, this obedience  may not be forthcoming if the authority 
is extreme, thus requiring the state to  involve in hegemonic practices to secure the  
consent of the people.     
 
As part of the further  extension of their authority,  PAP via MOE and school rules and 
regulations created specific work situations to which teachers adapted and in doing so,  as 
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a consequence, reproduced their acceptance of educational authority, though qualified. 
These policies include  the  conditions of their employment  and submission to a  
multilayered hierarchy that was top-down.  
 
With respect to their conditions of employment teachers developed produced and 
reproduced their acceptance of authority (Weber’s rational-legal) in response to the 
requirements of their job, beginning with the teacher  contract.     As   #33  notes:   
  
when we accept the position as a teacher,…have that kind of directive, sign the contract, 




Thus, as he notes, in this period of the 1960s and 1970s:     
 
 
Even those teachers with the feeling that they politically might not like the 
government…still have to carry out what they are  supposed to….They can’t 
openly boycott instructions from MOE, from the school principal….As long as 
they are working in the schools, they are  to teach the textbook in MOE, cover 
the syllabus, prepare for the examination….then the authority will be satisfied.           
 
 
Similarly,  #29  remembers signing the civil service contract when he started teaching, 
one of its stipulations being that teachers were not to “openly promote politics”  or join a 
political party.   
 
Thus, many teachers see the acceptance of authority and hierarchy as part and parcel of 
their job. As #29 notes, teachers who started teaching around his   time would not protest 
against the principal; it was “natural”  not to question authority.   #8’s use of the term  
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“natural”  is noteworthy  since it suggests that this acceptance of authority had become 
entrenched in the teacher habitus  as a  doxic attitude88 referring to bodily and 
unconscious submission to conditions that are in fact quite arbitrary (Web: 2002,  xi).   
 
Also, as part of the extension of PAP power, at the institutional level, the      PAP created 
an educational hierarchy on the basis of the colonial system but adapted it to its goals. 
This hierarchy was multilayered. First, it encompassed a  network of government 
(Chinese, Malay, and Tamil) and government aided school (mission and vernacular) 
grouped into districts or zones in which inspectors from MOE would monitor the schools, 
coming down to the schools to observe, one or two times a year (#29).     
 
At the same time in this period, the hierarchy within the school was simple. It included 
the principal with one or two Senior Teachers and a Sports Secretary.   Within this simple 
hierarchy, relationships were personal and close. As #29 notes:  
 
Those days principals were friendly and more understanding and teachers 
would not want to do anything against the principal. The teacher and the 
principal knew one another very well so much so teachers during pay days 
would go to bank together with the principal to get their salary and after that go 
to lunch…   
 
 
Concomitantly, in this period, principals were autocratic (#29) in that they expected 
obedience to their  rules and regulations.        
 
                                                 
88
 Bourdieu uses the term doxa to refer to  a set of core values and discourses which a field articulates  
    as its fundamental principles and which tend to be viewed as inherently true and necessary 
    (Web: 2002,ix).   
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Within this educational and school hierarchy, teachers’ work processes were  . topdown. 
For example, when teachers entered the teaching service, they   followed a common 
curriculum which was handed down from MOE via the principal. They were subject to 
the  authority of the principal or senior  teacher   who assigned  their classes and duties 
such as recess or lunch supervision. Also, the senior teacher would oversee the teachers’ 
work,  check their record book, and observe their classroom teaching.     
 
Thus in response to the hierarchy and top-down work processes, teachers    created and 
recreated their acceptance of authority. However,  this  acceptance was qualified  as  
shown in the  following examples of  resistance.  
 
#25  notes that when teaching in the 1970s in  a government  school,  she was not happy  
about constantly being asked to do relief teaching during her free periods. However, one 
teacher resisted and brought this to the attention of the   union she was a member of. This 
teacher involved #25 and also got a  group of     teachers in her school to support her case. 
Interestingly,  #25 notes  that it was not the case that the teachers did not  accept  the 
authority of the principal, but  they did not agree with him since they thought he was 
being unfair in his distribution of work amongst the teachers. This idea is  also  expressed 
by #29 who notes that he would accept the authority of  the principal although he may 
disagree.     
 
Another example has to do with teacher transfers. Many teachers tell about a common 
situation of being transferred in the 1960s and 1970s to “dry areas”89  in which the 
                                                 
89
 For example,  #29 tells that  his school in one of these “dry areas”  was  surrounded by a  lot of Malay 
kampongs, some private housing and further in from the main road were Chinese and Malay living in 
kampongs. 
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population was rather small, usually in the outskirts, suburban areas before HDB 
development (#29). Transportation for many involved   long hours of  travel and  walking 
quite a distance  from the main road to reach the school. They would comply with the 
transfer,  some accepted without question but some others resisted by grumbling to 
colleagues or by specific actions.    Thus #25 as noted  assigned to a school in a dry zone 
in Jurong  in the1970s   wrote a letter to a  newspaper on the hardships she faced in 
getting to the school every day, providing a map of the distance that she had to travel and 
the difficulties encountered  such as  crowded buses due to movement of army personnel. 
The next year, presumably in response, MOE transferred   #25   to a school closer to her 
home. 
 
As  #25, notes, in this  early period:  
 
 
We did not see authority in sense of something  we  have to do, we did not 
have that  feeling,….It was more like these were rules in the school and we 
followed because the  rules had already been there and you just go along. We   
were left very much to teaching, we just go about doing our job and the 
requirement that is stipulated, ….but we did not feel authority bearing down 
against our   will.     
 
 
To summarize,  in this  1959 to 1978 period, teachers created and recreated their qualified 
acceptance of educational authority in response to the  authority   situation created by 
state policy. Thus the Chinese and Malay teachers  initially showed resistance to PAP 
authority  but over time accepted  it.   Also teachers responded to the conditions of their 
employment and a top-down  hierarchy and developed an attitude of qualified acceptance 
of educational authority  as an element of their teacher culture/habitus. This is reinforced 
by a  individual and collective habitus of teachers that  created  the disposition  to accept 
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authority and hierarchy as a result of family, school, and societal conditioning although 
qualified.  
 
(b)   1979-1996: Responding to the Intensification of Quality Education  
 
By  the late 1970s, teachers in their response to the authority situation in schools  created 
and recreated their acceptance of authority  although qualified  as  an element of their 
culture. This developed in response to the  situations in which teachers became wary 
about criticizing the government and became involved in work processes and 
relationships that were   top-down.       
  
In this period, there were important continuities with the hierarchy and the top-down  way 
in which educational and school  processes were carried out  in the previous period. The 
simple hierarchy of the earlier  period  of   principal,   seniour teacher, and sports 
secretary was augmented with the post of vice-principal introduced in 1975. There were 
also other intermediate  positions of   authority.  Thus,  in  1988, the  post of  Head of 
Department (HOD) for the   different subjects was instituted. This was followed in the 
1990s by the  designation of lower level authority positions such as of Level Head (LH)    
responsible for a specific grade level and Subject Heads (SH)  responsible  for  a 
particular subject across grade levels.90       
 
In this period, as teachers described it, MOE procedures continued  to be top down. MOE  
planned the syllabus and the curriculum. It provided the teaching materials  (the 
                                                 
90
 There would be variations among schools in terms of  these positions. For example, some schools may 
not have HOD for a particular subject, but just Subject Head.    
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textbooks, teaching guides and  teaching   aids) developed by CDIS91 which teachers 
were to use. As #8 notes, CDIS produced   materials  “were more thorough”92  in this 
period compared to the earlier period but he expressed some reservation about this:      
 
For the teacher, everything is  provided. The guidelines are very good. All were 





However, he did note that there was still some space for teachers to exercise their art of 
teaching in choosing the appropriate strategies to teach to different groups of  students.       
   
At the school level, the senior teacher in the 1960s and 1970s or the HOD    HOD or 
Level Head  in the late 1980s or 1990s  would take the syllabus and   plan the scheme of 
work for the year for different levels. Teachers were to  follow the scheme of work in 
developing their lesson plans and submit these   in advance weekly  for perusal  by  the  
HOD  prior to their teaching it. Also the HOD checked  teachers’ report books  regularly. 
The principals remained the ultimate authority in the school and HODs would have 
delegated power to make some decisions with the principal’s approval.    
 
Also, with regard to the planning of school  activities, schools would organize a 
Committee which would plan what the teachers were to implement.    Furthermore, 
meetings and contact time during this period were conducted in a  top-down fashion 
where teachers were told what to do and informed about educational changes (#18).  
                                                 
91
 CDIS refers to the Curriculum Development Institute, a division of MOE whose role was to  publish 
school textbooks. 
92
 #20 also notes that the Tamil texts in the earlier period were thin compared to this period.   
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There was little debate or discussion and teachers were not expected to speak up.  
Although there were teachers who spoke up on teaching issues, many did not.   #11 notes 
that if a teacher were to comment, they would be considered “brave” by their colleagues.     
   
Thus, as  #25 describes, there was acceptance of the principal’s authority, but it was  
qualified: 
   
teaching then was like….Every year, the principal would  come with his list of   
everything planned out and given to us. Of  course,  people  would  voice but 
whether successful in changing, the principal  would have his reasons so have 
to accept,…teachers have been  accepting all this while    
 
 
Thus as noted in the context of this hierarchy and top down authority, as a consequence of 
working within it and responding to it,  teachers  created and recreated their qualified 
acceptance of educational  authority.     
 
The  teachers’ work situation, however, was also changed as the state elite  initiated 
changes in the state field to focus on efficiency in educational provision. MOE responded 
with procedures, such as A-Star and banding system,  and later secondary school rankings 
as  already  mentioned.  As  #16 notes, superintendents would often come down asking 
for results (#16).  Thus   many principals, already subject to more accountability since the 
1974,    pushed the teachers for higher levels of examination results as already noted by 
making remedials and worksheets compulsory. As #25 notes, in this period, teachers feel 
the “pressure bearing down on us.”     
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In response to the intensification of demands from examination results-oriented 
principals,  teachers emerged a view of the dictatorial principal and as an outcome created 
and recreated their qualified acceptance of educational authority.  #4 tells that in the 
government school in which she taught in the 1980s,  teachers  grumbled  much about the 
principal;  how  he would  check  their  report  books thoroughly; jump out of the bushes 
while they were carrying an outdoor lesson; and show favoritism towards Primary Six    
teachers given their crucial role in preparing students for PSLE. One colleague   disliked  
his  principal so much that, in prayer, he  would curse him (#4).     
  
This principal also had a  strategy to raise the  PSLE scores which teachers consider 
highhanded (#4). The principal would retain over-aged students in Primary Five instead 
of moving them to Primary Six (Extended) in order to   keep the percentage of passes up 
which would be good for the school. Although #4 noted that the strategy worked since the 
principal would assign a good classroom teacher for these retained students which in 
addition to the   extra year of study would improve their PSLE results when they moved 
to Primary Six.  When MOE officials came down wondering what the school had been 
doing to boost the results,  no teacher mentioned this principal’s  tactic to them  thus 
giving the impression to the authorities that the good results were achieved  through hard 
work and persistence.   
 
Similarly,  #24 tells about  a “very bossy” principal who was not very well liked. 
Teachers stayed away from him and created pantuns93 about him.   However,  #24 noted 
that he had  strategies and did  boost the school’s PSLE  scores. Although as a senior 
                                                 
93
 Pantuns are  improvised Malay poems, usually consisting of four lines  in which the first  
and third and the second and fourth lines  rhyme. 
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teacher, #24 would confront the principal on certain issues, she nevertheless accepted his 
authority and, in fact, respected   him for some of his accomplishments.   
   
Thus, as #29 notes, he would adjust to whatever kinds of principals he encountered 
through his teaching career.  He would  generally  comply,  find out their management 
style, and even if he did  not like or agree to some of their demands, he would adjust as he  
realized  that “the principal was doing things for the children.”  #29 tells also about a 
group of ten teachers in a school who resisted a particularly unpopular principal by taking 
leave at the same time, and the next year, asked for transfers while several other teachers 
noted colleagues resigning  (#29, #24).  
 
Teachers also developed a particular view of HODs. For example #4 notes that   in the 
beginning when the HOD system was instituted, there were complaints  among the 
teachers and  the  feeling that  HODs were involved in “Handing Over Duties (HOD) ” 
and would practice their art of delegation. However, over time, they realized that some 
HODs worked very hard and made themselves  available to provide advice on teaching 
matters and support with resources as well as  raising some of their  concerns  to the 
principal.    
 
Thus in this period, given the increasing demands associated with the push for 
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main response was to  grumble to and seek advice  in each other.   As  #25 notes about 
this period: 
   
As time goes by and more initiatives came from MOE, as our workload 
becomes more,  we felt  we were being pressured, coerced.  We could say no, 
but we didn’t want any unpleasantness. Some people may voice their rights, …. 
Most of us would  comply, most of us would not want to fight against the 
principal… And later when we  felt the  pressure, most took it -  whatever we 
accept,  even with  streaming which moved on to become more stressful…. But 
still we did it  and gave to the government and delivered everything required. 
We were overworked, complained among ourselves but I don’t    remember 




To summarize, I’ve shown how in this period from 1979 to 1996 with enhanced MOE 
and principal expectations for high exam results; the expectation to respect educational 
authority and school hierarchy; and top-down work processes, teachers  in their 
actions/interactions in response mostly complied but  grumbled  to colleagues, to family, 
friends, or resigned. As an outcome of these actions/interactions, teachers created and 
recreated their qualified acceptance of educational authority. As noted, there was already 
a pre-existent naturalized  disposition  to consent to authority  developed from the 
teachers’ individual and collective  trajectories in family, community, and  school 
experiences which predisposed them to  consent to “rational-legal” and  bureaucratic 
hierarchy and rules, regulations  of the school and conditions of their employment as part 
of their job.  Interestingly the teachers negotiated this resistance and acceptance in terms 
of the statement that they accept the authority of the principal, even though they may 
disagree.    
 
To summarize, for the  period from 1959 to 1996, I’ve elucidated teachers’ responses in 
action/interaction to the authority situation in their schools in this period  in which  
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teachers (re)created their qualified acceptance of educational  authority as one of the core 
elements of their culture.  In this period,  teachers   responded to a shared work situation:  
the early extension of PAP authority in schools; pressure/coercion from principals and 
MOE to deliver high test scores, and a school organization and work processes which 
were top-down. Teachers complied with what was expected with self-censure, keeping 
quiet,  grumbling to colleagues and just doing their job. Thus these actions/interactions 
led to the outcome in which they produced and reproduced their qualified acceptance of 





In this chapter,  I’ve  presented  the  social processes firstly at the macro-institutional and 
secondly the microaction/interactional level by which teachers emerged the five core 
elements of their culture in its early (1959-1978) and maturing stages (1979-1996) of 
industrial development.   
 
The social processes at the macro-institutional level refer to the multi-site, multi-level 
processes in which the state  via MOE and schools create the changing immediate 
situation in which teachers worked. The second micro action/interactional process 
involves two considerations, one in which the element of culture is institutionalized as 
part of the teachers’ cultural field, and the other  in which the five core elements of 
culture are inscribed and naturalized  in the teacher’s habitus.    
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The macro-institutional process begins with the problematic situation  facing the 
Singapore state similar to that faced by the British in the 1940s and  1950’s:  the decline 
of entrepot economy; unemployment; poverty; high birth rate, inadequate housing, and in 
1965,  problems of building a notion without Malaysia as hinterland  and  by the 1970s, 
problems brought on by the  consequences of industrialization as Singapore’s economy 
developed and matured.     
 
In response to these problems in the various fields, in the different periods,   Singapore 
developed in the 1950’s a vision of economic development involving union with 
Malaysia; in 1965, a vision of industrial development and nation-building based on 
independent development. In developing the vision, the State involved itself in a multi-
pronged effect to shape the different societal fields in tune with this vision. Specifically in 
education, the state through practices of metapower restructured the Department of 
Education,  formerly under the British, renaming it as the Ministry of Education and 
strengthened it as a strategic agency to fix the conditions of other agencies such as 
schools to align its rules and regulations with state policies and intentions. Thus, in this 
industrial period of Singapore’s history, from the early industrial period (1959-1979) to 
the period of developing and matured industrialization (1979-1996), the state responded 
with specific policies which created the changing change,  linguistic, ethno-cultural, 
access to education, authority situation  that teachers faced.         
  
In the second process, at the action-interactional level, teachers’  responses to the 
situations created by state policy lead to the  institutionalization of the five key elements 
of culture in the  teacher cultural  field,  and their  inscription  in the individual and 
collective teacher habitus.   Both are the result of social processes in which teachers as a 
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social group showed diverse responses, ranging from accommodation and resistance in its 
various forms. Most complied, did  what was expected, conformed to the rules of the 
game with varying degrees of enthusiasm and effort. In the doing, teachers through trial 
and error, consulting with colleagues or by their individual self came up with solutions 
that came to be collectively repeated and over time as a consequence created an aspect of 
culture that became generalized, objectified as part of their cultural field. By this similar 
processes of action/interaction, of social conditioning and embodiment, these five 
elements also became inscribed in the individual and collective teacher habitus. This 
process can involve resistance and discomfort as an already formed habitus, which has 
naturalized predispositions to certain beliefs and practices create a strong reaction. Those 
teachers whose individual habitus show affinity with the new norms  proposed by state, 
could  adapt easier, while those  whose habitus  did not had to go through a process of 
adjustment which can involve a protracted period of time.  
 
I discuss by way of summary of the core aspects of teacher culture, the social processes 
by which teachers created each of the five elements of their culture.  
 
With respect to teachers’ qualified  openness to change, the emergence of this  element of 
their culture involved a social process in which the state via MOE and schools created the 
change situation in the1959-1996 period with the  bilingual policy 1960s in which 
teachers were transferred to English and  vernacular bilingual schools; with  national 
streaming in 1979; and with the  intensification of quality education and pedagogical 
changes beginning in the 1980s.     
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As teachers responded to these changes in linguistic  policies,  they enmeshed   
themselves in social processes which include the following. Pertaining to  bilingual policy 
(1960s), monolingual vernacular teachers (Chinese, Malay, and Indian) transferred to 
English schools as required but responded with shock, discomfort, as they encountered 
problems in communicating with colleagues, understanding the principal’s instructions 
and disciplining students. However, they developed their  English  proficiency to be able 
to function in an English language environment.  In national streaming, teachers complied 
and as they taught the Extended, Monolingual classes assigned with altered teaching 
strategies such as focusing on improving the student’s English, and using lower level 
texts, teachers found their methods of use, expedient  and moreover gained some 
satisfaction with student responding and  achieving good exams results. Over time the 
teachers, overcame their initial resistance  in terms of doubts about  the fairness of and 
earliness of  streaming and came to accept the educational change. With the 
intensification of quality education, teachers resisted remedial and worksheets, yet 
complied for expediency’s sake (not wanting conflict or going against the principal) and 
developed remedials and worksheets to a norm with a measure of satisfaction as students 
achieved good exam results.  And in the many changes in English curriculum and 
pedagogical  approaches, teachers were resistant due to perceived difficulties in 
implementation, such as  methods of  REAP were interpreted as not suitable for non-
English speakers. However, teachers in the process of implementing  found the method 
useful which however was discontinued by MOE as had been done for previous language 
learning approaches. Also, these new methods took time away from exams by which the 
teachers were assessed.   As a consequence of all this, by the  mid 1980s, teachers had  
entrenched this element of qualified openness of change as an element of the cultural field 
and in their habitus.   
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With regard to the teachers’ creating their appreciation of bilingual multilingualism, this 
involved a social process in which the state via MOE and schools rules regulations 
created the linguistic situation teachers faced.    These include the requirement for all 
teachers to learn Malay (1959); the implementation of  bilingual policy (1966) and 
national schools (1960);  national streaming (1979);  and the consequences of bilingual 
policy (by the  1980s).    
 
Teachers, involved in the social processes of implementing these changes,  created and 
recreated their appreciation of multilingualism. In the  requirement to learn Malay, 
teachers complied and found their Malay-knowing useful in  their teaching, in 
communicating with Malay-speaking colleagues and  developed an appreciation of 
learning another language. In responding to bilingual policy, monolingual vernacular 
(Chinese, Malay, and Indian)   teachers developed their English proficiency, to be able to 
converse with various degrees of proficiency with concomitant benefits in communication 
with colleagues and students.    
 
 Thus, by the  1980’s,  teachers’ appreciation of bilingual multilingualism, in which the 
state constructed English as the language of economic development and one’s mother 
tongue for heritage became institutionalized/objectified as an key norm in the teacher 
cultural  field and inscribed as natural in the teacher   habitus.    
 
With language based streaming in 1979,  the Mother Tongue teachers response with 
concerns over the  decline in the quality of the language they were teaching was underlaid 
by their belief in multilingualism. Through this period from 1979-1996, continuity in the 
appreciation of multilingualism was   maintained by the continuity of this principle in the 
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state cultural field and also by those teachers joining the teaching service whose cultural 
trajectory had included the experience of going to bilingual schools that required students 
to learn two languages as specified by the school’s  bilingual policy since 1966.    Their 
bilingualism, when joined the profession helped to reproduce and sustain this element of 
teacher culture in their habitus and in the teachers’ cultural field.   
 
In terms of the of the creation and recreation of teachers belief in racial harmony, this 
involved a social process in which the state via MOE and schools created changing ethno-
cultural situations directly or indirectly. These include “racial tension” in the 1960s94; 
multi-racial national schools; and in 1979, changes in curriculum and schools towards the 
focus on ethnic distinctiveness  associated with the Asianization of Singapore.    
 
In responding to “racial tension” and fears for Singapore, teachers promoted the message 
of racial harmony in their teaching such as the importance of being unified as a nation and 
explaining to students the cultural difference amongst them and smoothing over possible 
racial conflict among students and parents.  In responding to the multiracial environment 
of national schools,   teachers in working with colleagues of different races in sports 
events, in recess, and  in other activities and settings, learning from principals about the 
trend to multi-racial schools, and communicating with Chinese and Indian  colleagues 
through Malay as a consequence created their belief in racial harmony as  unity in 
diversity in its two components with focus on unity and the Singapore spirit in this period. 
By the end of this period, teachers had  developed their belief in racial harmony as an 
important part of the teacher cultural field and teacher habitus. This belief was also 
                                                 
94
 This may be interpreted as  precipitated by the union and the “racial politics”  in this period  
 that involved Indonesia as well. 
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supported by the   continuation of this principle in the state’s cultural field. Also, as new 
teachers   who, in the early period, in their childhood years had  through their individual 
and collective cultural  trajectory of  multiracial, multilingual, and such living  in 
families, kampongs, and residential communities and in their religious social conditioning  
had developed a habitus predisposed to act in terms of  the  conscious/unconscious 
appreciation of multilingualism.  
 
In responding to the changed ethno-cultural situation towards emphasis on ethnic 
distinctiveness beginning in 1979, Mother Tongue teachers taught the Good Citizen, and 
teachers in action/interaction involved themselves with students and colleagues in 
teaching about or organizing for craft, ethnic dressing/dance/music/drama activities in the 
classroom or school-wide  celebrations  to commemorate  religious and cultural festivals.  
In the process, teachers learned from each other about their cultural differences. As a 
consequences of such social processes in which they were involved,  teachers   created 
and recreated their belief in racial harmony, the ethnic distinctiveness aspect.     
 
Thus through this period, the continuity in this teachers’ belief in racial harmony was 
maintained by the continuity of this principle in the state cultural field and also by those 
teachers joining the teaching service whose cultural trajectory had included the 
experience of going to multiracial schools in which the message of racial harmony was 
inculcated. These teachers when joined  teaching, therefore, already had the 
predisposition to act in  this belief, thus  reproducing and  maintaining this element of 
teacher culture in their habitus and in the teacher cultural field.   
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With regard to teachers’ creating their belief in meritocracy, this involved a social process  
in which the state via MOE and schools created the changing  educational access situation 
to which teachers responded.  These include the   longstanding requirement  to teach the 
pledge to students; the expectation to treat students equally; MOE’s specification to use 
group work (1960) to teach mixed ability (un-streamed classes); and  efficiency driven 
education in the 1980s. 
 
Thus teachers involved in the social processes of teaching the pledge, being  mindful to 
treat students equally and  followed the requirement for group teaching.  They found the 
latter, to give  a general lesson and then group students to help the slower ones, quite 
useful. They also found the principle of meritocracy useful in assigning duties to students. 
Thus, over time, through such actions/interactions which are also processes of  social 
conditioning/embodiment produced and reproduced their belief in meritocracy  in its twin 
aspects as equal opportunity without regard for race, language, and culture and reward for 
merit (ability and effort) in achievement, as part of the   teacher cultural field and their  
teacher habitus. The focus, however in this  period, was on  the equality of opportunity 
aspect of meritocracy  given the context of nation-building.       
 
However,  the  belief in the aspect in meritocracy as reward for effort (hard work) and 
achievement had been  inscribed in the habitus in the individual and collective  cultural 
trajectory  of  teachers, through  social conditioning in the family and experiences of their 
own hard work to achieve their teacher credentials. The  principle of meritocracy in its 
twin aspects was also sustained by the state educational field which continued to support 
this element of teacher  culture.      
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As teachers involved in national streaming (1979), those  who taught the lower level 
classes, although fearful, found that students were learning through strategies they 
developed to encourage students to learn. With intensification of quality education, 
teachers followed the principal’s  expectation to conduct remedials and use worksheets 
and developed both to a established norm of teacher practice. They started to worked 
longer hours; developed a conception of students based on their achievements in math, 
science, and English subjects; and parents, based on their support of student’s learning; 
and  constructed  their caring in terms of being available to give students extra remedial 
classes or helps students achieve despite personal sacrifice.  In their engagement in these  
ongoing processes in the daily life of the school,  teachers as a consequence created and 
recreated their belief in meritocracy, particularly the aspect of reward for ability and 
effort in  exam achievement  as a core element in the  teacher  cultural field and teacher 
habitus in the 1978-1996 period.   
 
In terms of teachers creating their qualified acceptance of educational authority,  this 
involve a social process in which the state via MOE and schools  created  the  authority 
situation  that  teachers faced in schools. This included the  PAP’s extension of their 
educational authority in face of  political conflicts with Barian Socialis in 1960s;  
specification of  their job to accept the educational  authority of MOE and not engage in 
political activities; and top down work processes that characterized teachers’ work in this 
1959-1996 period.  
 
As teachers involved in social processes of responding to PAP’s extension of educational 
authority that included firing of teachers suspected of being supporters of Barisan 
socialis, teachers generally  responded with self-censure,  kept quiet and in doing so 
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reproduced their acceptance of educational  authority although it was qualified. This was 
facilitated by a community cultural trajectory  among Chinese, Malay, and Tamil 
community  which had inscribed in their collective habitus the respect for authority of 
elders which generalized to acceptance of authority and hierarchy of superiors in  their 
work  as an important  requirement  of their job. As teachers engaged in daily work 
processes  which were  top-down  in this period,  teachers developed habits of mind 
conducive to the acceptance of  educational  authority.    
 
These five core elements developed in this period to constitute an inter-connected 
network which act in synergy and at times in contradiction with each other. For example, 
the appreciation of multilingualism, belief in meritocracy  and racial harmony 
reciprocally supported each other.  This is the case since  racial harmony is constructed as  
respect for  the language, culture, and religion of the ethnic/race groups.  And meritocracy 
is constructed  in twin aspects as equality of opportunity for people of different culture, 
language, religion and reward based on merit (ability and effort). The three beliefs form 
the fundamental principles of Singapore society as constructed and promoted by the state.    
  
Also, I note another manner in which the core elements of teacher culture worked 
together. The  acceptance of educational  authority although qualified was much  more 
towards the side of   consensus  to authority.  This facilitated teachers openness to 
educational  change  in which although   qualified in their consent, teachers  complied  
with MOE expectations, for example, to follow the language and streaming policies, and  
developed for themselves their belief in  multilingualism, racial harmony,  meritocracy. 
As teachers found learning a new language, understanding cultural differences between 
colleagues and students, following MOE policy of group work, useful, gratifying and 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
257
expedient, teachers over time as a consequence came to develop the appreciation of 
multilingualism, meritocracy and racial harmony for themselves.    
 
However, as noted in the case of teachers’ belief in meritocracy and racial harmony, these 
two beliefs can work in contradiction to each other.  However,  these  allow space for 
discourse to negotiate this contradiction in a way that  sustains these key elements as in 
some examples noted (see page   240-243).   
 
Thus, in developing the five key elements of culture for themselves in this 1959-2006 
period,  teachers  as a consequence realized state intentions to remake Singapore 
characterized by the principles of multilingualism, multiracialism, and meritocracy. 
Teachers, however, did not merely reproduce these principles of the state field,  but  
produced this for themselves  in a social process of adjustment and social conditioning in 
which teachers created the elements in their  teacher  cultural field and  teacher habitus.  
What the state created was  some vision, which would not have been realized if not for 
the participation of teachers (and all members of society).  
 
Thus teachers did  not merely  absorb the new and altered values, rules and regulations 
coming from the state and educational field  (Shibutani) but responded to it,  resisted and 
adjusted.  As they implemented the new rules and regulations, and found that  was of 
utility in terms of expediency and reward,   over time,  created the norm  (promoted by 





                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          





Continuity and Change in Teacher Culture (1997-2006):  
                             The Post-Industrial Period 
 
 
Following the format of  the previous chapter,  I  present the continuities and  changes in 
the culture of Singapore’s primary school teachers from 1997 to 2006.    
 
The discussion, as in  Chapter Five,  begins  with  the  response of the State     to the 
problematic situation it faced at the macro national level in this post-industrial period  
with policies that  created changes in the educational field.   It is followed by an 
examination of the responses of  the Ministry of Education  (MOE) to state policy 
initiatives by coming up with new procedures, rules and regulations in tune with  altered 
state principles. I then  move on to discuss the  responses of  schools  to the  MOE 
directives in which they aligned schools rules, regulations and practices to MOE 
guidelines and indirectly state principles. Through this multi-level and multi-site process 
is created the immediate situations to which teachers respond. Following this, I focus on  
teachers’ responses and analyze these for their outcome in the creation and recreation of 
five elements of their culture.  My analysis  reveals  that there are   continuities with the 
five elements of teacher culture developed in the early and  industrial  period  (1959-
1996)  but these are   intensified or enhanced   as teachers respond to the changing 
situations created by changing state educational policies in this period. I discuss each of 
the core elements of teacher  separately.    
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State Responses: Moving Singapore to Post-Industrial Society     
 
In this period, the Singapore State faced adverse economic circumstances beginning with 
the Asian financial crisis in 199795 which brought economic slowdown in 1998. By 2001, 
Singapore faced its worst recession since Independence attributed to recession in the 
United States, affecting Singapore’s electronics industry. In  March 2003, Severe Acute 
Respiratory  Syndrome (SARS) outbreak resulted in lost lives and severe economic 
consequences affecting  tourism, transport  and  services.    
 
The state defined the problematic situation as a result of globalization and  intensified 
competition from countries such as  China, India and its Southeast Asian neighbors. In 
response, the state strategized to move Singapore determinedly towards  a knowledge-
based96 economy which would involve the participation of all members of society. To do 
this,  it  promoted information technology  to underpin  the  knowledge-based industries 
such as software development,  info-communications and robotics and   biotechnology   
(life  sciences)  that it proposed to develop. To this end as  (Ng: 1999) notes:        
 
… the Economic Development Board (EDB) produced an blueprint,   I.ndustry 
21 or I2 at making Singapore as a knowledge based economy (KBE) through 
target industries….Singapore plans to invite top  international companies to 
congregate in Singapore, “to turn it into a hub thriving on cutting- edge 
technological activities.”   
 
                                                 
95
 The Asian financial  crisis began in Thailand in July 1997, followed by Indonesia, Malaysia and the 
Philippines. By late 1997, it  had spread to Korea and Japan.  
96
 A knowledge-based economy is driven by the use of  knowledge to create economic benefits.       
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Also,  education, which will be discussed  in the next section, particularly  the idea of 
Thinking Skills and Learning Nation  (TSLN) was  given an important role in  imparting 
the skills and mindset  for  these intended changes.    
 
Furthermore,  in the context of recession in 2001, the state formed the    Economic 
Review Committee (ERC) chaired by  Lee Hsien Loong97. This   created  an  economic 
blueprint  for the future towards a  more globalized and open economy.   The ERC 
committee’s   goal was  to: 
 
remake  Singapore into a globalised economy and a key node in the global 
network, linked to all major economies;  a creative and entrepreneurial nation;    
and  a diversified economy (ERC: 2001, 8).        
 
 
This would mean: 
 
a more collaborative world in which countries rarely make entire products from 
start to finish. Design, production, distribution and servicing are each split into 
segments and spread all over the world. Every country has to carve a niche for 
itself by excelling in some areas, while linking up with other countries in the 
supply chain. In this new age of globalization, Singapore’s lack of a domestic 
hinterland becomes much less of a disadvantage    (ERC: 2001, 2).   
 
 
By  2003, the State emphasis on a knowledge-based economy  had shifted  to      
innovation and enterprise to  create Singapore as a  hub for healthcare, education, and  
 
 
                                                 
97
 We  see here the state’s use of   Peter’s Hall   third practice of metapower, that of structuring situations.   
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biomedical sciences.   As the then   Minister of Education Teo Chee Hean noted in a 2002 
speech:  
 
We must transform ourselves to stay ahead...We need to nurture entrepreneurs able 
to wrest competitive advantage not just from efficiency, but from innovation and 
strategy. We will create fast-growing companies in new growth industries.     
 
 
Accompanying the economic changes were integrative initiatives (Hall’s  fourth 
metapower practice of culturalizing) as the state noted that the  pursuit of knowledge-
based economy would require national cohesion and the participation of all.  The steps to 
achieve this included National Education98   started  in  1997  and  the move to  develop a 
“civic society” (Lee: 2002).     
 
Also, in 1997, the Singapore 21 Committee  chaired by Lee Hsien Loong and launched by 
then Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong was asked  to recommend  ways  to “strengthen 
Singapore’s heartware - social cohesion and the sense of belonging and mutual 
responsibility as it approaches the millennium.”      “Heartware” as noted in the Singapore 
21 Report refers to the intangibles of society -  social cohesion, political stability, and the 
collective will, values, and attitudes of a people (Singapore 21 Committee: 1999). 
 
The Singapore 21 Committee engaged in discussions which involved the participation of  
six thousand  people  in more than eighty forums for a over a year.  Five main guidelines 
were brought forth: every Singaporean matters;   strong family ties, our foundation and 
our future; opportunities for all; the Singapore Heartbeat;  and  Active citizens making a 
                                                 
98
 National Education  was started in 1997  “to raise consciousness about the nation, particularly amongst 
the young” (Hong, Lysa: 2007, 17).      
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difference to society. To find the vision, the discussions were centred on ten  challenges 
presented by the government that Singaporeans would have to face in the new 
millennium:  less stressful life versus retaining the drive; needs of seniour citizens versus  
aspirations of the young; attracting foreign talents versus looking after Singaporeans; 
internationalization/regionalization versus  Singapore as  home; and consultation and 
consensus versus decisiveness and quick discussion.       Singapore 21 was  launched in 
1999 to  discuss the ten  challenges.   As Goh, the Prime Minister at the time  notes  of 
Singapore 21: 
 
the key idea is “Active Citizenship” to get  Singaporeans at all levels – national 
community, neighborhood - in  economic, social, in arts or sports,   ideas that 
can help  improve national policies, upgrade our living, strengthen community 
bonds and give support and care for the less fortunate....to actively contribute 
their ideas, time and energy to build a better Singapore to strengthen peoples 
sense of ownership and belonging in Singapore…the purpose is to develop 
sound policies not populist ones (Goh, 1999). 
 
 
Thus, Singapore 21 was essentially a visioning exercise99 to activate the population and 
encourage participation.  As  Goh (1999) notes:      
 
Singapore 21 means that people got active in the  communities and make 
people to people connection…civil servants going out to link with grassroots; 




Further to building social cohesion, the state undertook political changes to involve 
citizen participation and to build community. Community Development Councils (CDCs) 
                                                 
99A previous such visioning exercise was conducted in 1991in the development of Shared Values of  
Singapore  (Lee: 2002).    
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were established 1997 as forms of local government under the leadership of Ministers of 
Parliament but in which   citizens could run  some of the affairs of administration. CDC’s 
were: 
 
to become the focal point for community members and residents to work 
together and look after community needs, and in that process strengthen 
community bonds and build a cohesive, compassionate and harmonious 




The State also created the Remaking Singapore Committee (RSC) in  February    2002  as  
the  social,  political, and cultural  counterpart  to ERC (2001).  Its   Report on June 19,  
2003, based on consultations with ten thousand  Singaporeans,   “sets out the 
comprehensive basis for remaking Singapore  and the changes in mindsets and strategies” 
that the Committee believed are   critical for renewal  and responding to new globalized 
conditions.  Many of its recommendations were accepted.  Remaking Singapore involved 
making Singapore a home in “which Singaporeans feel passionately for, have a stake in, 
and want to improve.”  
 
The state’s concern for cohesion was further accentuated with  the  September  11, 2001  
terrorist  attack in  America,  regional terrorist activities such as the Bali bombing in 
2002,  and terrorist attacks in Madrid March 2003. Also  there was  the  revelation of  
Jemaah Islamiyah  (JI) (Chua: 2005) operations in Singapore with the arrests of fifteen of 
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these events as  potentially  disruptive of Singapore’s racial harmony  and in  the 
aftermath of the JI arrest,   Goh  (2004)  notes that  he had: 
 
held dialogues with several thousand grassroots leaders of all ethnic groups to make 
clear that I viewed the Muslim community in Singapore as peace-loving and to stress 
that the JI arrests should not cause fault lines to develop in inter-racial and inter-
religious relations.     
 
 
The state appealed to Muslim organizations and Muslims to speak up against   religious 
extremism and foster inter-communal relations.  It  developed  many  initiatives, one of 
these the Inter-Racial Confidence Circles in 2002 launched   by  then Deputy Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong  to foster greater interaction  and understanding among the 
different ethnic and religious groups  in light of September 11, 2001 and its aftermath.  As 
Yaacob Ibrahim, Acting Minister for Community Developments and Sport Minister-in-
charge at the time   notes:  
 
Inter-Racial Confidence Circles (IRCCs) are a way to establish confidence  and 
build up trust. But these efforts cannot be left to the government alone. We will 
do what is necessary so than no one group feels denied. But we need grassroots 
efforts and a bottom up movement to build trust and understanding  (Yacob: 
2002).    
 
 
The IRCCs formed included community, business, and religious leaders.  Another 
initiative was the Community Engagement Program instituted after the Madrid and 
London bombings and the disturbance over Prophet Muhammad’s  images  in 2005  
(Hong, Lysa: 2007, 17).  Also,  Community Development Councils (CDCs)  instituted 
Harmony Circles, some linking with schools to deliver the message of racial harmony.     
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The  State also  continued to  face  the  problem of declining fertility. The   State 
interpreted it to have  an   impact on the  continuing economic viability of the nation,  
social cohesion, and the family. Thus, in  2004, Lee Hsien Loong as Prime Minister 
introduced a  package with financial  incentives for families to have more children, family 
friendly practices in the workplace  and      other initiatives to strengthen the family  such 
as the five-day week.      
   
In this period, there was greater concern raised on the situation of the  unemployed,  the 
poor and the disadvantaged.  The government’s view with   regard to assisting these  
groups was  to provide  them with the means to get back on their feet rather than 
encouraging dependence on handouts indefinitely.   
 
To sum up, this section has presented major state responses to its interpretation  of the  
problematic situation facing Singapore  as a whole in the 1997-2006 period with specific 
policies to address the problem. State  discourse predicted that if such changes were not 
made, the current good life conditions of citizens could not be sustained and progress.  In 
the changed circumstances of this period, the old strategy of labor-intensive and value-
added production were reassessed and the strategy of developing a  knowledge based 
economy  which is more open and global was envisioned.  Singaporean  businesses would 
move abroad in collaborative ventures and international  businesses would co-operate 
with local businesses to develop the variety of hubs for the life sciences,  environmental 
technology,  education and arts  that would spur  Singapore’s economy ahead. These 
initiatives would require fundamental changes in the educational system. Alongside this 
were integrative measures to develop a vision of Singaporeans,  committed, passionate 
and totally engaged in the development of the country.  These   state strategies altered the 
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state’s cultural field  and  via its use of metapower over MOE and schools created the 
changed situation in schools  in which teachers worked.  I move on to discuss the MOE 
responses, then the state response.     
 
 
Responses of the Ministry of Education: Ability-Driven 
Education (ADE)  
 
In response to the  intention  of  state leaders to transform  society towards a knowledge 
based economy (KBE) and building a socially cohesive society  involving the 
participation of all, MOE  launched the vision of “Thinking Schools, Learning Nation” as  
announced by Goh in 1997.  As MOE notes: 
 
Thinking schools ensure that we equip students  with skills and knowledge and 
values and instincts to face future challenges, while Learning Nation aims to 
promote a culture of continual learning beyond the school environment  (MOE: 
1998, 16).  
 
 
Also,  TSLN  envisions a new educational paradigm of: 
 
ability driven education as opposed to efficiency driven education, which aims 
to maximally develop and maximally harness the abilities and potential of each 
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This vision of TSLN  is reiterated in successive MOE  statements. The 2003 statement 
reiterates the focus on creating a culture of thinking and continual learning:    
 
Thinking schools will be learning organizations in every sense, constantly 
challenging assumptions and seeking better ways of doing things through 
participation, creativity and innovation. Thinking  schools will be the cradle of 
thinking students as well as thinking adults and this spirit of learning should 




The MOE  vision  was linked with the goals for education as specified by the    Desired 
Outcomes in Education   published  by MOE  in  January  1998. This document  states  
“the  set of protocols, standards and rules about outcome to be used in national curriculum 
from primary to the pre-university level…. and how they can be taught in  academic and 
non-academic in schools” (Report of   Committee on Compulsory Education: 2000, 16).  
It  notes these outcomes100 in skills and values for primary students. At  the end of 
primary school,  children   should be able to distinguish right from wrong; have learnt to 
share and put others first; be able to build friendships with others; have a lively curiosity 
about things; be able to think for and express themselves; take pride in their work; 
havecultivated healthy habits; and love Singapore (Outcomes of Education, 1998).       
  
The MOE directives and procedures emanating from this vision of TSLN    were many. 
Though the vision applies  to all  levels of education in Singapore,    I  focus  on  primary 
school education. These include changes in  curriculum,   pedagogy and student 
assessment; in school administration and organization; in teacher development  and 
                                                 
100
 These are  set out in the Intermediate Outcomes  which states the outcomes for students at the end of 
primary, secondary,  and junior college. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
268
evaluation; and in support of parent/school partnerships.  These  directives and 
procedures created the general condition in which teachers worked.       
 
 
Changes in  Curriculum, Pedagogy, and  Assessment   
 
MOE directives and procedures in this area were multi-pronged and inter-related.  These 
include Information Technology (IT); Thinking Skills (TS);  Interdisciplinary Project 
Work (IPW), National Education (NE); Co-curricular activities (CCA); Innovation and 
Entreprise (I&E); and  changes in language   (Chinese, Malay, Tamil, and English)  
curriculum and pedagogy.  
 
Information Technology  (IT)  in Teaching       
  
Although MOE had IT initiatives in place beginning in the 1980s, these were not 
generalized to the population until the state started to make it a requirement to be 
implemented in all schools in 1997.   
 
MOE initiatives in this area include the  IT Masterplan I  for  Information and 
Communications Technology (ICT) from  1997-2002 and the IT Masterplan II, from 
2002-2006.   IT Masterplan I with a fund of $2 billion was to   introduce ICT in schools  
with  the aim of every two students in all school having a computer and  pupils  spending   
thirty per cent  of  their  curriculum time learning with or through computers within three  
years. Principals were given the funds to equip the schools, pupils, and teachers with the 
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necessary infrastructure and training programs. The “underlying rational was that ICT 
could be integrated into the thinking curriculum to motivate students to be creative and 
independent learners” (Goh and Gopinathan: 2006, 46).   
  
In  implementing IT,  schools can join in different phases. Phase I schools taking on the 
initiative first, followed by Phase II, and Phase III schools. In the   IT Masterplan II  from 
2002-2006.   MOE:      
 
continued this rationale of adopting ICT as a key enabler in making student-
centred learning and assessments a reality, and in helping to reach the 
objectives of ability driven education and the vision of TSLN. It adopts a 
systematic and holistic approach  by integrating all key elements, pedagogy,  




Thinking Skills   (TS)  and  Integrated  Project Work   (IPW)   
 
After conducting a pedagogical and curriculum review  in 1997 which applied to 
language teaching (Mother Tongue Languages and English), MOE  directed    schools  to 
infuse Thinking Skills in their teaching. This was followed by the directive in 2000  to 
implement Inter-Disciplinary Project Work  (IPW) in primary and secondary schools. 
IPW was viewed as useful  for  accomplishing  specific learning outcomes - in helping 
students appreciate the inter-connectedness of  knowledge and  disciplines,  develop  
skills of problem-solving, communication, and  working in teams which are important 
skills for the knowledge based economy (Report of   Committee on Compulsory 
Education: 2000).   Also, by  2003,  MOE procedures modified the Primary School 
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Leaving Exam  (PSLE)  exams to include this aspect of  examining for skills rather than 
solely focusing on content.     
 
 
National Education (NE)   
 
In response to State concern about the lack of historical understanding of Singapore 
among the young,  MOE  responded with the National Education program, a major 
initiative in schools to help students develop an awareness and appreciation of their 
national heritage and common destiny which “also imbues in students a sense of 
community responsibility”(Ho: 2006, 25).        
  
MOE specified that NE is to be integrated into school  subjects such as  Social Studies in 
primary school and into  non-academic programs and activities.   Specifically included as 
components of NE are  Learning Journeys  instituted    in 1998 as part of the formal 
curriculum in which students take field trips to national institutions, cultural centres and 
heritage areas and the Community Involvement Program (CIP) in which students involve  
themselves in  projects to serve the community; and the commemoration of four 
important events that are celebrated in schools: Total Defence Day; International 
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Since 2002, NE has been supported by a MOE website which provides   teachers with 
pre-visit preparation, background notes with necessary NE messages for teachers to 
infuse into their  lessons. The six core values, the basis of NE messages are: 
 
1. Singapore is our homeland; this is where we belong. 
2. We must preserve racial and religious harmony. 
3. We must uphold meritocracy and incorruptibility. 
4. No one owes Singapore a living. 
5. We must  ourselves defend Singapore. 
6. We have confidence in our future. 
 
 
Co-curricular Activities  (CCAs)  
 
MOE, in 1999 directed schools to rename the formerly called “Extra-Curricular 
Activities” (ECA) to Co-Curricular Activities (CCA) to indicate  its new status as an  
integral  part of the curriculum.  
 
CCAs were not  compulsory101 in primary schools although MOE provided   incentives in 
the Masterplan of Awards  to reward CCA excellence in primary schools as well. Thus, 
through these awards, schools are encouraged to develop their niche capabilities in CCA 
areas such as sports (i.e., track & field, swimming, badminton, tennis), and aesthetics 
which includes music (i.e.,  band or choir) and the performing arts (i.e., Chinese Dance, 
                                                 
101
 CCAs were made mandatory in secondary schools and given importance in the assessment of student’s 
for entry into junior college, polytechnics, or university.      
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Malay Dance, or Indian dance). In 2005, MOE initiated the Program for School-Based 
Excellence (PSE)  which  provides  recurrent  grants of   $100,000 to which primary 
schools are eligible, for  sustained  excellence  in a  CCA niche area  in art, music or sport 
to further develop their programs.      
  
According to MOE,  CCAs are consistent with its changed focus on holistic education 
towards the “total development of the child.” It allows students to    gain skills in healthy 
recreation and develop values and social characteristics such as teamwork, 
resourcefulness  and self-discipline and understanding of differences among themselves 
in terms of class and ethnicity (Report of   Committee on Compulsory Education: 2000). 
 
 
Innovation and Enterprise  (IE)  
  
As an extension of TSLN initiatives, MOE directed schools to introduce   Innovation and 
Enterprise in 2003 across the educational system.  
   
IE  proposes to develop student and teachers with the spirit of Innovation and Enterprise,  
a  mindset  and outlook with core attributes of: 
 
intellectual curiosity (to question assumptions, explore and experiment) and   
ability to see things in new ways(to recognize patterns and make connections);   
passion, strength of character, persistence, resilience, and ruggedness;  courage 
to live with ambiguity (to seek alternative pathways) and to take calculated 
risks; sense of teamwork and “giving back to the community; and grounded in 
a set of time-honoured values that serve as guiding principles to navigate 
choice in life, e.g. integrity, social responsibility and respect for others  (Ng 
and Tan: 2004, 6).   
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Towards this end MOE  encouraged  schools to develop IE projects in which good ones 
would be displayed in an annual MOE festival in schools and public settings.  Also MOE  
initiated the Teacher Work Attachment Program in 2003 in which teachers initiate 
theirown attachments, for example to   external  commercial  organizations or foreign 
schools for periods of one week to several months to broaden their outlook and to gain 
fresh perspectives. These attachments would help teachers “experience the flexibility and 
adaptability that their students will need in the changing workplace.” Another initiative is 
the Leaders in Education Program (LEP) started in 2001, a six month full-time  principal 
training program for selected principals and MOE  to train them“for leadership with the 
capacity to transform schools into innovative learning communities (Ng and Tan: 2004, 
9) .    
 
Refinements  in Language Curriculum and Pedagogy: English and Mother Tongue  
Languages 
 
As part of TSLN and of significance to the teaching of languages, MOE  initiated   the 
Curriculum Review Committee  to examine   the learning styles of students, teaching 
methodology, and approaches to curriculum assessment  at all levels of education, from 
primary to junior college (Saravanan: 2005, 97)   in different subject areas, including the 
Mother Tongue Languages.This Review was precipitated by  several general  concerns  
related to teaching and learning such as the:  
 
reliance on content learning through rote memory  and the common practice of 
referring to model answers and repetitive exercises to drill pupils as preparation 
for end of year and end of semester examination and high stakes examinations, 
the PSLE  and O . (Saravanan: 2005, 98).    
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As  an outcome of this review,  MOE followed its  recommendations to reduce  the  
curriculum content of subjects to free time for introducing  the  Thinking Program,   IT- 
based teaching and   National Education.   
 
Also, in 1997, MOE required all teachers to take English training in light of the  concern 
about the declining quality of English.102  There were also concerns about the lack of the 
use of the Mother Tongue languages, particularly Chinese and Tamil given the declining 
use of these languages in the home.   Subsequently, MOE followed with a series of  
review in language curriculum:    the Chinese Language Curriculum and Pedagogy 
Review Committee (CLCPC)103    in   February, 2004;   the  Malay  Language Curriculum 
and Pedagogy Review Committee (MLCPC) and the Tamil Language Curriculum and 
Pedagogy Review Committee (TLCPC)  both in  January  2005; and the English 
Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee (ELCPC) in September, 2005.             
 
The CLCPC recommended a Chinese curriculum which would develop in  students an 
enduring interest in Chinese language and culture. The curriculum would  be more 
customized, flexible and allow for choice.  It would focus on   oral fluency and reading 
for most students while for those students with ability and interest, it would develop in 
them a stronger competence in Chinese language and culture. Also, underlying its 
recommendations was the assumption that the Chinese language will continue in its 
important role of  transmitting Chinese culture and values (Tan: 2006).    
                                                 
102
 As a continuing reflection of this concern, then  Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong in 2000  launched the  
Speak Good English Movement  to encourage Singaporeans to speak good English. This means using  
grammatically correct English and accurate pronunciation in conversation.  
103
 MOE had already   introduced, in 2001,  at the secondary level,  a Chinese Language B  syllabus based 
on the recommendation by the then Deputy PM Lee Hsien Loong in  1999 (Minstry of Education, 1999, 
2004a). This is a simpler and less demanding  syllabus   compared to the standard one  to address the 
difficulties of children from English speaking homes having trouble with Mandarin (Tan: 2006).  
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Following these recommendations MOE, in 2004,  first  directed schools to merge the EM 
1 and EM2  into a single stream given that  the only difference between EM1 and EM2 is 
the offering of higher Chinese by EM1. It then    allowed all primary schools to follow 
their discretion in recommending pupils to take the Higher Mother Tongue Language as a 
subject according to the  lines of a  modular system that will be piloted.  In this modular 
curriculum, Bridging Modules will be designed for students with little or no exposure to 
the language before they can take the Core Modules while those with the  interest and 
ability can go further by taking Enrichment Modules. In this situation, students who are 
doing well in their mother tongue but not in English or Math can take their Chinese  
language at the higher level. These changes  towards a modular system  from Primary 
One to Primary Four were accompanied by implementation timelines. The modular 
curriculum from Primary One to Primary Four would be implemented by 2008,  the 
revised PSLE examination format implemented by  2010.  
 
Also, MOE noted that a new curriculum for Chinese Language teaching  which  includes 
implementing SEED-Chinese will be  piloted at the Primary One and Two levels  in 
twenty-five schools in 2006 with full implementation by 2007. The new curriculum  
emphasizes oral communication and reading  rather than repetitive scriptwriting, spelling 
and dictation drills.  Also, in the interim, MOE   followed CLCPC recommendations to 
revise the Chinese  character list to remove less frequently used characters and to make 
interim changes to the PSLE to reflect the new focus on reading and comprehension  
(Report of the Chinese Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee: 2005, 
17).   
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
276
Similarly, in August 2005, the government accepted the key recommendations of the 
Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee and the Tamil Language 
Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee. Although  expressing different  curricular,  
assessment, and pedagogical concerns, both Committees, similar to the Chinese one, 
noted the need to focus more on listening and speaking skills and using the language in 
context, particularly in the lower primaries and the creation of new curriculum in which 
textbooks and other instructional materials can be made more interesting to students.     
     
MOE also accepted the recommendations of the English Language Curriculum and 
Pedagogy Review Committee (ELCPR). Of  relevance to primary schools,   it  favoured a  
focus on  developing oral fluency, knowledge of grammar, and love of reading in the 
English language. Noting also the importance of    building a good foundation in the 
lower primary years, the committee recommended implementation of SEED-EL 
Strategies for Effective and Engaged Development in the  English program. Being piloted 
in thirty  schools in 2006, it  will be extended to all  schools by  2009.  In this program 
children practice using language through shared readings and experiences, directly learn 
grammar, spelling, punctuation and other writing skills, and work at learning centres such 
as Listening Centre, Reading Centre and Word Study Centre. Another recommendation is 
for  an  enhanced Learning Support Program104 for Primary One and Primary Two  
students  with a more  focused approach to building basic language and reading skills and 
will be implemented in all schools in 2007 (Executive Summary: Report of the English 
Language and Pedagogy Review: 2006, 13).  For the Primary Three to Primary Six levels, 
MOE  will introduce the SAIL approach piloted in thirty-six  schools in 2003 at the 
                                                 
104
 The Learning Support Program (LSP), introduced in 1992 is a  specialized  intervention  program for 
students in Primary One and Primary Two who lack  basic literacy and numeracy skills to access the 
curriculum. They are identified as educationally at risk for failing at school.  About  ten to fifteen per cent 
of children from Primary One and Primary Two are involved in this program (O’Donnell: 2002). 
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Primary Three and Secondary One levels to more schools over the next two to three years 
(MOE: 2004b).  
 
Changes in  the Organization and Administration of Schools    
 
As part of the Thinking Schools Learning Nation (TSLN) vision, MOE  initiated moves 
to transform schools into learning organizations. These  include the decentralization of its 
authority towards school autonomy;   changes in organization of schools; and a  school  
self-appraisal system  called the School Excellence Model (SEM). I discuss each of these 
initiatives   separately.    
  
School Autonomy   
 
MOE decentralized and delegated some of its authority to give increased autonomy  to 
schools. This included allowing schools to make decisions on school goals and action  
plans  to fulfill the goals; to implement  programs and manage resources; and even to 
“allow schools to have the responsibility for managing their own change towards  
improvement” (MOE: 2004b).  
 
The purpose of this delegation of authority was to allow schools to cater to the   different 
abilities of students. Thus schools, depending on their culture, student profile and other 
characteristics  would vary in how they do this  but its decisions would framed by 
guidelines set by MOE, such as the Intermediate Outcomes of Education for primary 
schools.     
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 As  Ng and  Tan  (2003:7)  note: 
 
Principals are encouraged to think of themselves as the Chief Executive 
Officers (CEOs) of their schools, and to manage their schools like companies – 
articulating vision statements, producing results, answering to “shareholders” 
and “customers”, talking about service, marketing, getting results and watching 
the  bottom line.   MOE,  as the headquarters, is given the role of guardian of 
standards to ensure that overall curriculum needs are met and professional 
training is given to staff. Senior ministry officials make visits regularly to 




The  Cluster System  
  
MOE  introduced directives  for schools to re-organize into clusters of  ten to twelve 
schools based on geographical proximity. The cluster system provides a platform to 
facilitate collaboration and sharing experiences among school leaders and teachers within 
the same cluster.  A  cluster can consist of all primary schools or   a  combination of  
primary, secondary or junior college. Each cluster is to be headed by a superintendent 
whose duties include overseeing the appropriate use of the financial resources of the 
cluster;   deploying (e.g.,  transfers of teachers) and developing personnel (e.g.,   
training); supervising and guiding the school leadership teams; promoting  collaboration 
among schools within the cluster;  and  piloting new teaching programs.    
 
The cluster system is said to allow resources and expertise to be used according to the 
needs of individual schools in the cluster and to encourage creativity and innovation in 
schools (Ng and Tan: 2004, 13).   
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School Self-Appraisal: School Excellence Model (SEM)  
 
MOE directed schools to implement the School Excellence Model (SEM).   The purpose 
of SEM is to  allow schools to focus on continuous improvement and innovation and  
achieve “sustainable excellence.”    “An excellent school is  one that provides a quality 
and holistic education” (Ng: 2003, 29). SEM is  based on seven core values: purposeful 
school leadership; putting students first; teachers as key to making quality education 
happen; systems support; workingwith partners; management by knowledge; and 
continuous improvement  (MOE: 2004, 7).  
 
The SEM framework presents nine criteria divided into two broad categories, the 
Enablers and Results. The Enablers category  consists of three components and  relates to 
how results are achieved:  leadership; strategic planning; and  the management of staff 
and  resources.  In  the relationship among these three components,  leadership has most 
significance  in  driving  strategic planning, management of staff and  resources which  
will influence staff and customer satisfaction  and impact on the community. The Results 
category relates to  what the school has achieved or is  achieving:  staff results, 
administrative  and operational results, partnership and society results and key 
performance results  (MOE: 2004).  
 
SEM also presents  a scoring system with the Enablers and Results categories  each 
constituting fifty per cent of the total SEM score. Each of the nine    criteria are in turn 
given a particular score that schools assess themselves against.  Under each  criteria   are 
sub-criteria  and areas to address.  The scoring system foregrounds  the  importance of  
processes of education design,   delivery, and   education outcome   (MOE: 2004, 8).     
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Schools are required to make a  SEM  report every year and are to be  assessed   once in 
five  years by an external team from MOE.  This involves a three-day on-site visit to 
gather information on school processes and results and conducting interviews with school 
personnel. Also, it provides a set of protocols (which are available in the SchoolPic)105 to 
compare to other   schools in terms of  how they are doing on  different criteria of 
evaluation.   
 
As part of  SEM, MOE  brought forth the Masterplan of Awards in 1999 to recognize 
schools for implementing practices that resulted in sustainable outcomes. MOE views the 
Masterplan of Awards as a guide in which   schools  can self-assess, benchmark and 
improve themselves to develop niches of excellence. There are three levels of awards:  
the first level is the Achievement Award (AA)  awarded to schools yearly for 
achievements of the present year.   The second level is the Sustained Achievement Award 
(SAA) and Best Practice Award  (BPA).  SAA recognizes schools for sustained 
achievements over a number of years  in the five areas of Arts, Sports, Uniformed Group, 
Academic Value-addedness106 and Physical Fitness.  Although the criteria  in the five 
areas differ,  generally,  a school  which wins a Gold or Silver award in the same areas at 
nation-level competitions for  three years running is eligible (MOE: 2004a). Since 2004, 
MOE has expanded the awards to include  a more holistic focus. For example, an award 
has been created in the area of  character development; another, a School Distinction 
Award  which recognizes schools with exemplary school processes and practices. Honour 
                                                 
105
 The SchoolPic is on on-line repository of school data.  It includes data in which  assessments are made 
against like schools. With the   SchoolPic  System, schools  can appraise themselves based on a set of 
criteria developed by the MOE. They will know where they stand relative to other schools with similar 
student profiles  (for example, with  similar  percentage from non-English speaking homes,  from one to 
three bedroom flats, and percentage of parents with  primary education and below  (#18)).  
106This is  calculated on their student’s  achievement of better than expected  results  based on their 
examination scores in the Primary School Leaving Exam (PSLE).   
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rolls of  schools  that have performed extremely well in each of the areas of the 
Masterplan of  Awards will also be  released (MOE: 2004a).   
 
With implications for primary schools, in terms of creating competition to gain entry into 
good  schools,  MOE  continued with secondary schools rankings,   viewing it as  useful 
benchmark  for schools to assess their performance and to  help parents and students to 
make informed choices. However, MOE   broadened and loosened the school rankings 
giving the context of multiple competencies needed for knowledge based economy.   
  
 
Changes in Teacher Development and Evaluation   
 
MOE directed schools to align their practices to changes in the career track structure, 
recognition structure and teacher evaluation structure  which was set out under MOE’s  
Edu-Pac (Education Service Professional Development and  Career Plan) publicized in 
April 2000 (Ho: 2006, 32).   
 
On the new career structure, MOE designated three career tracks that educational officers 
can pursue,  the Teaching Track, Leadership Track and the  Senior Specialist Track. The 
Teaching Track consists of two posts,  Master Teacher and Senior  Teacher.  The Master  
Teacher  would work at the cluster level and “are experienced expert teachers whose role 
will be to help develop teaching excellence through mentoring and demonstrating good 
teaching practices and model lessons” (Ho: 2005,33). The Senior Teacher  would work at 
the school level and  “is a role model for teachers in the school, with expertise in teaching 
methodology and pupil guidance, who is able to create a positive learning environment 
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for his pupils” (Ho: 2006, 33). The   Leadership Track  is  for  leadership positions in 
schools such as Heads of Department, Vice-principal or Principal) and Ministry 
Headquarters. And finally, the Seniour Specialist Track with posts for  specialists who 
have deep knowledge and skills in specific education related areas: Curriculum & 
Instructional Design; Educational Psychology & Guidance; Educational Testing & 
Measurement; and Research & Statistics (Ho: 2006, 34).    
 
On the Recognition Structure,  Ho (2006, 34)  notes that it is a  “total rewards structure” 
that  rewards good  performance with enhanced pay and provides   training and 
educational opportunities.      
  
MOE directed schools to implement  the Enhanced Performance Management System  
(EPMS) in 2003.  EPMS specified that teachers were  to be evaluated  on a broad range of  
competencies. The criteria  for  bonuses and promotion      were made explicit, laying out 
the areas for teachers to improve. This was unlike the previous evaluation in which 
teachers were assessed with an A, B., C, or  D rating on criteria which were not 
specifically specified.  
  
 
Support of Community Involvement   
 
MOE initiated Community and Parents in Support of Schools (COMPASS) in 1998 as its 
advisory body to help bring about more community involvement in  schools. This is  in 
tune with the  state’s intention to involve the participation of all its citizens towards 
building the knowledge-based economy.      Members  of COMPASS  include   parents,  
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self-help groups, alumni and  the    business community. Its purpose is to advise MOE 
with regard to the   strengthening of home-school-community collaborations to help 
children learn better. Through its activities, COMPASS promotes best practices on 
collaborative efforts of school, home and community.  Thus: 
 
COMPASS aims to develop a common understanding among the students, the 
parents, the schools and the community about the part that each group should 
play in a concerted effort toachieve their “Desired Outcomes of Education.”     
(SEAMO Innotech: 2003,1)      
 
 
In conclusion, MOE introduced a whole gamut of  changed directives and procedures in 
curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment; in administrative changes; and in teacher 
development and evaluation  in response to changes in   State policy determined by state 
leaders. These MOE directives set the programs and parameters (Tan: 2005), within 
which schools were given   autonomy  to  transform the culture of schools  towards life 
long learning, critical and creative thinking, innovation and enterprise, and teamwork and 
collaboration.      
   
 
Responses of schools      
 
Primary schools aligned their rules and  regulations to altered MOE directives and 
procedures in this period  transforming  their school culture to include the    new and 
modified cultural changes mandated by the move to ability-driven education as 
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encapsulated in  MOE’s  vision of  TSLN  and  the  goal of the Desired Outcomes of 
Education.   
 
Principals interpret that they have to follow MOE  directives  unless they can provide  
justification for non implementation in which case the school may be  granted an 
exemption.107 In the chain of bureaucratic command, although MOE decentralized some 
of its authority to schools, they are still accountable    through the superintendent to 
implement national programs directed by MOE.    Given this,  schools implemented the 
directives on changes associated with TSLN: changes in curriculum, pedagogy, and 
assessment;  in the organization and  administration  of schools;  in  teacher development 
and  evaluation.    
 
Schools implemented the change in curriculum and pedagogy. Thus it began   to use the 
Outcomes of Education in teaching, incorporating them into lesson plans, in  schemes of 
student assessments. They also implemented IT changes,   following the IT Master Plans 
in its different phases from 1997-2002 and   2002-2006  and created an enhanced IT 
environment throughout schools in Singapore, although some schools were more ahead 
than others. Beginning in 1997, principals instituted the requirement for teachers to attend 
IT training  sessions such that by 2000, all teachers were said to have taken such 
workshops and become trained.  Schools later  required teachers to present IT-enriched 
                                                 
107
 This is evident in school adjustments to the decrease in class size of Primary One and Primary 
Two classes to 30 students per class in 2004.   #9  from a small mission school  notes how her school 
received temporary exception from MOE  not to implement  the  prescribed change since the school 
was undergoing the Programme for Rebuilding and Improving Existing Schools (PRIME), an MOE 
program initiated in 1999 to upgrade and rebuild existing school buildings. Similarly #18 also from a 
small mission school noted  that her  principal on the grounds of not wanting to disrupt the culture of 
the  school and its ways of working    resisted MOE’s request  to introduce double session  to her  
school to open up more classes   in  a dragon year.  Also this same principal was able to allot 34 
students  per class  in Primary One and  Primary Two classes  when the government had  been strict 
about  30 per class.  
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lessons increasing it to thirty per cent  of curriculum time.  As noted by #18,  schools 
integrated IT into teaching in different ways, depending on the school. Her school did the 
same activity, while in others  every teacher did  their own  in their classrooms.    
 
In the area of implementation of thinking skills, teachers  enrolled in courses  on thinking 
as part of their one hundred hours of compulsory training per year.  Also, Principals, 
Heads of Department (HODs) and  teachers created school wide thinking programs to 
infuse critical thinking in their teaching. Some schools or teachers used, for example, 
Robert Schawtz’s Infusion Method of Teaching or Spencer Kagan’s Multiple 
Intelligences which presents many activities that would bring out the talents of children 
(#3).       
 
Also, primary schools implemented the Integrated Project Work (IPW)  required  since  
2000.  Schools  implemented IPW in at least one grade level  for Primary Three, Primary 
Four, or Primary Five.  Some of the IPW projects used IT application. One school, for 
example, studied rocks, then examined  their birthday stones using e-resources.  Also,  in 
2004, schools implemented   Innovation and Enterprise projects.  Ghim Moh Primary 
School, for example,   did a project on orchid hybridization  which  integrates well with  
part of their  curriculum on the life cycle of  flowering plants. Facilitated by a university 
professor,  students  in this project were able to create a few hybrids, one of which was 
named Dendrobrium Royal Ghim Moh Primary after the school (Ng & Tan: 2004, 6).  
The students in #17’s school organized a food and fun fair involving innovation and 
enterprise elements.           
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Also, schools  directed teachers to infuse National Education themes in their teaching.  
Some schools such as #14’s  implemented NE as a school-wide project in which nothing 
is sold in the canteen but tapioca and potato to help  students understand  the deprivation 
of hunger during World War II and the Japanese Occupation. Schools involved the 
Primary Four to Primary Six students in Learning Journey activities such as  visits to   
Changi Prison,  Little India, and other notable places. Schools  engaged in Community 
Improvement Projects (CIP), in which Primary Five and Six pupils visit senior citizens’ 
homes, performed at Community Centres,  visited  one-room flats in Clementi (#3), 
cleaned up school classrooms, and other social service activities.      Some schools have 
NE co-ordinator (#24) or subject heads for National Education and Social studies (#3) or 
CIP coordinators who specifically  develop NE activities for the school.        
 
Although CCAs were not compulsory for primary schools, many schools  have   
organized CCA activities.  Chongfu Primary  is engaged in a SAFA Program (Sports-and-
Arts-For-All, Excellence for the Best). This involves the student’s mass participation in 
sports and art  in which talented students are identified and groomed  to compete in 
schools teams (Ng and Chan:  2004, 17).   #18 notes that teachers in her school  after 
being  granted an award Program for School-Based Excellence (PSE)  presented a  
workshop in their cluster on   how  to succeed in getting the  funding.   #32 notes that 
since 2003, her   school has divided the different classes from Primary Three onward as 
IT, sports, art or music classes.      
     
Later schools introduced Enterprise and Innovation (IE)  as mandated by MOE    with 
school or class projects on business themes. #17 notes that students in her school did an 
IE project with their usual fun and food fair, where students were given much freedom to 
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plan. As part of IE, teachers went on attachments; #29, for example, was attached to a zoo 
for a day and  discovered    the behind- the-scenes workings of the zoo.  
 
Also schools implemented the changes in Mother Tongue Language (MTL)  curriculum. 
It followed the directives to merge EM1 and EM2 into one stream and started to deliver 
the MTL curriculum  according to a  modular system.  Thus #27’s schools divided  their 
three modules into Core, Basic, and Enhanced.   Schools also directed  teachers  to focus 
on oral, listening, and comprehension skills in  MTL and to prepare students for 2006  
PSLE  exams which would  focus more on comprehension.   
 
Schools also implemented the changes in administration. They reorganized into clusters 
specified by MOE and engaged in collaborations and the    sharing of ideas among 
schools.  As  #29 notes, superintendants and principals worked more closely together and 
superintendants came down to schools more often  (#31).     
 
Principals, as well, directed teachers to make use of information in clusters and 
encouraged teachers to showcase and give presentations of ongoing practice, and best 
practices.  However, such  collaboration was underlaid  by tension of competition  as  
superintendents tended to  compare schools and expected   results. This competitive 
aspect is enhanced with the School Excellence Model (SEM) of school self-appraisal.     
   
Schools implemented SEM beginning with  a trial in the first year and it was  made 
mandatory by 2000. Thus schools came to have an understanding of  their school 
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processes and ways to improve against a benchmark provided by Ministry in the 
SchoolPic108.          
 
Schools also implemented changed teacher development and teacher evaluation 
procedure in the Enhanced Performance Management System (EPMS).  Teachers were 
asked to create a portfolio of their achievements,    meet with their Reporting Officer in 
consultations to talk about their career track and discuss their work performance.  Also  
schools required  teachers to      take up to100 hours of  in-service  training.   All these 
state responses moved schools to enhance  teacher accountability.   
   
In  the area of community relations, schools attempted to implement MOE directives on  
enhancing community involvement in schools. Thus many schools started to form Parent 
Support Groups (PSG) and Parent-Teachers Associations (PTA)  increasing the number 
of  PSG and PSA from 17% of all schools in 1998 to 70% in 2003, from 60 PSGS and 
PTAS to a total of 225  in 2003. This is attributed to activities of COMPASS in 
spearheading this initiative  (Seamo Innotech: 2003).     
 
Also schools are involved in a variety of initiatives to  link with community. Thus a 
school like Admiralty Primary: 
 
Informs residents living in the vicinity of school activities for example, 
overnight camps, which may cause some inconvenience. The principal 
distributes his name cards to shopkeepers around the housing estate. He visits 
them regularly to get feedback from them on the behaviour of his students. The 
                                                 
108The SchoolPic is on on-line repository of  school data.  It includes data in which  assessments are made 
against like schools. With the SchoolPic  System, schools  can   appraise themselves based on a set of  
criteria developed by the MOE.  They will know where they  stand relative to other  similar student profiles  
(for example, with  similar  percentage from non-English speaking homes,  from one to three bedroom flats, 
and percentage of parents  primary education and below (#18)).  
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school welcomes parents, the PAP Community Foundation and other 
kindergartens to tour the school, look at the facilities and display of students' 
work. The school permits the Residents' Committee, the Citizens' Consultative 
Committee and Self-Help Groups to use the school premises to organise their 




In conclusion schools aligned their rules and regulations to changed MOE directives on 
curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment; on teacher evaluation; and on school organization 
and appraisal of its  internal processes. These created an altered material and symbolic 
environment and a common situation    to which teachers responded and in so doing, 
developed elements of their   culture. 
 
 
Response of Teachers  1997-2006  
 
In this section, I present  the  continuities and changes in the  core elements of teacher 
cultur from 1997-2006.  I’ve suggested that in  the previous industrial   period, teachers 
had developed five core elements of their culture and collective habitus: a  qualified 
openness to educational change; a belief in multilingualism, racial harmony and 
meritocracy; and  a  qualified acceptance of  educational authority in response to the 
changing situations created by  state policies.  These were developed  as an outcome of 
their individual and collective responses to the common situation created by state 
policies.   
 
In this period of transition to post-industrial society,  the state had  responded   to 
intensified globalization and global competition  with policies designed  to  continue to 
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ensure Singapore’s economic viability and national and social  cohesion.  These policies 
include the Thinking Schools (TSLN) vision of  continuous learning and thinking 
schools. In all levels of schools including primary, this meant the implementation of 
ability-based education. The many changes associated with TSLN (at school level) did 
not entail change in the   fundamental principles of bilingualism, racial harmony,  
meritocracy, efficient government and strong political leadership, and economic 
development  in the state’s cultural field. Given these continuities  in state principles that 
continue to create the teachers’ work situation via MOE directives and school regulations,  
the  five elements of teacher culture continued to be sustained in this period. Furthermore, 
the teachers as described in the earlier period, had developed in their habitus, the  
predisposition to act  to  reproduce these five core elements of their culture. At the same 
time,   in  response to the changing situations  created by  state in this period,  teachers are 
reproducing the five core  elements of their culture at an  accentuated or an enhanced 
level. I  discuss  the  continuities and changes  in these  five core elements of  teacher 
culture in the rest of this chapter  by examining the social processes by which  these five 
were created and recreated at an enhanced level.  I suggest that these five core elements 
form an interconnected network that worked in synergy and at times in contradiction with 
other.   
  
Enhanced Qualified Openness to Change 
 
In this period, most teachers regardless of years of experience noted the rapidity of 
government  changes: “suddenly, like too many things introduced at the same time” 
(#35).  The  pace of change was “terrible” (#28),  “intense” (#21), an “upheaval” (#24) 
and “I find that there are too many new things coming in very rapidly (#11). There are 
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“more changes in the last years than in the first 30 years of my teaching” (#23) and 
“everything came as a  “wham,” plans for this, plans for that.”  
  
Teachers noted the  changes that  created problems for them to which they had to adjust. 
These include  the many changes associated with the Thinking Schools Learning Nation 
(TSLN) vision: changes in pedagogy, curriculum and assessment; in administration; and  
in teacher development and evaluation. I discuss these to show how as a  consequence of 
responding to these changes, teachers created and recreated their  attitude of qualified 
openness to change at an enhanced level.  
 
 
Responding to  Changes  in Curriculum, Pedagogy, and Assessment   
 
The changes in curriculum, pedagogy  and assessment noted by teachers that create 
problems for them in adjustment include Thinking Skills (TS) and Interdisciplinary 
Project Work (IPW); National Education (NE); and  Information Technology  (IT).   
 
(a) Responding to Thinking Skills (Creative and Critical Thinking)      
      
Teachers were directed by Heads of Department or Principals to attend  workshops and to 
integrate Thinking Skills or  creative, analytical and critical thinking  skills  into their 
lessons.  
 
#8   suggests  that there is  some  resistance to  Thinking Skills  workshops as he notes 
that in one of these on Higher Order Thinking, a group of senior    teachers attending this 
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workshop grumbled  that  (taking the workshop)  was     “burdensome,”   “that we’ve 
done  this   long ago,109  why  give us?       
 
The point about the method not being unfamiliar is reiterated by many senior teachers. As  
#16 notes,  “these thinking skills, we’ve been doing it all along,  just call it by another 
name.”  Many of these older teachers had learned the communicative method earlier in 
mid-1980s110  which they noted  encouraged children’s  discovery and  co-operative 
learning.         
       
#12 suggests another reason for the resistance to the change in teaching method  is that 
some  teachers see nothing wrong with drilling and  regard it as a good method  in 
achieving academic results.  She said:  
 
For some (teachers) in the service for a long time, they find that they can no 
longer drill.111 They are to let the  kids find the answer  rather than  provide the 
answer. They are to facilitate rather than teach,  to encourage children to think 
critically even at Primary One. But  these teachers would ask,“my method 
produces lot of “A’s,”  what’s wrong with my method?” 
 
 
       
Thus, some teachers find that it is a big change from their usual methods of teaching.  #29 
for example notes that a teacher who taught science but never took science subjects would  
have to develop a more in-depth and in-breadth knowledge of the subject  that is required 
by the method. Also teachers like   #25  note that teachers now will now have to listen 
                                                 
109
 Many of older teachers note that the changes in teaching were nothing   new, they’ve “done it before” in 
the period of the 1980s with the REAP and ACT program.  See Chapter  Five, page 156-160. 
110
 See  Chapter Five, pages  166-170). 
111
 Drilling can take all kinds of forms. The main idea is that practice is important. Practice makes perfect. 
The forms  are  worksheets, choral recitation  or playing a game. In the latter, teachers  can turn a quick 
practice into a game, asking the  same questions and repeating with slight changes. Kids get excited and do 
not realize they are learning  (#17).   
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more to students which to her was a “major paradigmatic change in teaching” different 
from the    previous focus on “just giving the kids the information, rather than listening to 
what they have to say.”   
 
Some teachers may not be convinced  that it is good or appropriate to allow  children  to 
talk  freely.  #3  told a  colleague about a lesson  she conducted in which she  
incorporated one of the desired outcomes of education - to    encourage students to think 
and express themselves. She presented a  newspaper  article in which  a   little boy had  a  
problem and  dared to write  a   letter to the  Ministry. She challenged her students, “If 
you have a problem,   do you dare to speak up?” On hearing this, the  colleague 
commented, that although the lesson was good, #3  may give  the students the  wrong 
message since  “some kids love to talk, make a nuisance.  You are encouraging  them to 
talk more rubbish. ”             
 
In response to the school regulations to implement creative and critical thinking skills,  
many teachers were  initially reluctant  as noted above but the   majority of teachers were  
compliant  (#12) and followed. Thus teachers were open to the change but the openness is  
qualified112. This may be attributed to the resistance of the habitus which had inscribed  in 
teachers the disposition   to use teacher-centric approach to teaching and learning in the 
earlier period.  
 
                                                 
112But this general openness to change (which is however qualified) as will be shown later is linked with 
another element of their culture, the qualified acceptance of authority in which teachers are predisposed  to  
accept school authorities as part of an accepted bureaucratic hierarchy and to accept the requirements of 
their job, which means implementing the required changes  as set by school authorities.    
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However, over time those with this initial attitude developed a more   favourable attitude 
towards the change. This would come about if they developed an understanding of  the 
reason for the  changes in pedagogy  after taking  change  management  seminars: 
 
Which tell the intent, rationale behind the changes in pedagogy and curriculum, 
tell why we have to do it in relation to other countries, tell in terms of its 
importance to the nation and survival giving the “historical background of 
Singapore’s educational organization, first driven for survival,  later driven for 
efficiency, later driven to ability.  
 
Thus, through this some teachers will be able to see the whole picture or the  helicopter 
view and come to understand the need for the change in the  method of teaching. And as 
the senior teachers, most of whom do not regard the method as unfamiliar,  refreshed  and 
updated their knowledge learned earlier  and finding students more receptive and 
interested in their lessons will over time become more emotionally and cognitively 
accepting of the change.    Thus emerging out of a process such as this, as an outcome, 
teachers developed an enhanced qualified openness to the change.    
 
 
(b) Responding to Integrated Project Work (IPW)  
         
In implementing IPW,  teachers  developed a qualified openness to the change.      #21 
notes some  initial  resistance with which IPW was received by teachers  in her school 
since  it “may not sit well with all teacher who have so many things on their plate.”  This  
IPW  project  required that the teachers take a course called Problem-Based Learning 
involving two days of workshop before implementing in class. The project was to set up a 
mini zoo for all the different grade  levels.  In doing the project,  #21  found that she  had 
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to do all the work since her Primary One  students  were  not receptive  and it was  
difficult  to  get seven year olds to do such learning. Thus through this process of 
implementing IPW,  #21 did not find  the  method useful or  gratifying  and  as a 
consequence developed a  qualified acceptance of  it.   
        
#25  recounts a similar experience with IPW.  In her school, the HOD  came up with  the  
IPW  project.  The  project was on the topic of  local food.  #25   divided her Primary 
Four class  into four groups. Each   member of the group was to take on a different role: 
leader, timekeeper, writer, and researcher.    Students were to use the Internet to find out 
about different cuisines. #25 noted that the   project  was  unsuccessful because her 
students did  not perform their roles  or worked well as a team. She had to help the  
students in their  different roles. For example, for the role of researcher, students lacked  
the language skills  to  synthesize the material from Internet so she  had to simplify it for 
them. However, she did recognize that this project was difficult for her class because she 
noticed that students in the better classes were able to follow their   roles  assignments  
better.   
 
#25 also noted that at the end of the IPW, the HOD required that  all  teachers submit the 
worksheet instructions that the children had to complete which  her class was not able to 
do. “To complete the file and hand it in to the HOD was intimidating for teachers,  that’s  
(also) why  we were  against IPW.” 
    
The outcome of this  experience with IPW was that #25 and some other teacher in her 
school developed a qualified acceptance of it.  She  developed the view that although the 
skills intended be  promoted were good, it was, however beyond the capability of her 
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class due to their lack of language skills, and  furthermore  she objected to the HOD’s 
monitoring.   
 
To summarize, in response to pedagogical and curricular changes and to   IPW,   teachers 
created and maintained an attitude of  qualified openness to these changes. Though  they 
implemented these initiatives, they developed an understanding of it which was qualified.  
 
 
(c)  Responding to Information Technology  (IT)          
  
IT  became mandatory  in this period113 in MOE’s push for schools to create a   IT  
learning environment throughout the school system. For many teachers, those in the 
service for ten years or more (#25), IT was a major change (#16)    to which they had to 
adjust.  Teachers were required to attend classes, to     learn  how to use Word, 
Powerpoint, E-mail, the  Internet and how to   incorporate IT  into  their lessons.  Also,  
schools were computerizing their administrative processes such that “everything is 
computerized, like examination papers, schemes of work, and reports of all kinds”(#16).   
  
In the beginning, when teachers had to go for IT training, the (mostly teachers with ten or 
more years of experience)  grumbled  to colleagues and  sometimes   to superiors, some 
tearful.  As #3 notes, teachers  bemoaned the lack of time   for practice, that they were  
“wasting time… moving too fast,  trained but not have time to practice”;   “ it’s  a waste  -  
putting money to train teachers but they  don’t realize its touch and go.  We need more 
                                                 
113
 Before 1997,  IT was not   mandatory for schools,  though   there were  MOE  expectations that school 
libraries be computerized by the middle 1990s (#4) or that teachers introduce    computer software in the 
classroom at least for student’s self-exploration.        
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time to master the IT skills, more followup.”  They  had to “come up with an  IT   lesson  
so fast and  we  were not  given enough time to digest  and apply.” They were also not 
comfortable that “after  trained,  we  had to implement  IT to make a teaching point  when  
conventional teaching can do it  better.”          
 
As #4 elaborates, “the majority of the older generation  are  quite apprehensive in the 
beginning”  as  they were  eventually expected  to use thirty per cent of their curriculum 
time for IT teaching.  She further notes that teachers were  also uncomfortable with the 
change   given the other work that they  had to do: 
 
We all have to attend courses, that was added stress, because on top of 
teaching, giving remedial lessons, whatever extra lessons, you still have to 
attend courses,  it really took a lot of time.        
 
 
Teachers having difficulty  with IT were helped by more knowledgeable   colleagues.  
There was “a  lot of handholding” (#3) and even  encouragement by pro-active principals 
like  #28 who would use herself as an example of having to gain IT competency as well.  
Thus,  #18,  a younger teacher tells how her HOD of  Information Technology was 
“amazed to see how fast the teachers in the school became IT savvy”  through the support 
networks which included the more savvy IT teachers helping the less so. Thus in many 
schools, there was this collective effort to develop teacher’s competence in IT to the point 
that teachers are now comfortable in IT (#3) and no longer apprehensive.   
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In teachers’ responses to Information Technology, three groups may be roughly 
identified. One group with real difficulties comprising “a few older ones, anytime come 
to IT, said can’t do, and finally left for early retirement” (#29).    
  
Another group which constituted the majority of teachers may be    represented by  #25.  
She definitely “felt apprehension” about IT. She considers herself “slow in catching up 
and tending to forget easily in   whatever has to done in the computer.” For her putting in 
and using  programs  in the computer  and teaching  with the computer on a  particular 
topic was   manageable  but when it comes to “gimmicks” such as interactive, video-
conferencing, and other platforms that require set up with machines, she would not be 
able to do the necessary work.       
   
However, though teaching with IT was manageable for #25, administrative work on the 
computer was another matter.  She  tells that she spent all day at home inputting students 
reports for the students’ Report Books using MOE   software but then had to input from 
her laptop to the main MOE program.    Not knowing how to do this, she had to ask 
another teacher for assistance.  As she further notes, she did not think that IT eased things 
for her since in procedures like  marking attendance, she can manually make the 40 ticks 
in one minute, whereas taking attendance with the computer would take longer as she 
would  have to go into the computer and sometimes wait when the lines are heavy loaded. 
    
Aside from this second group, there is a third group  who were very open to IT.    #31 
“welcomed” the changes in IT, excelled in it and became HOD (IT)  of her school.   #29  
coped  very well with IT in that whenever there was any software introduced to the school 
since the beginning in the 1980s, he would help in introducing it to the classroom. This 
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would include some of the younger teachers, who learned IT at NIE or developed their 
skills at an earlier age.     
 
Thus, one can see that with IT, many teachers,  initially  resistant, developed an openness 
to it.  This resistance for many changed to acceptance. For example,  #32 came to realize 
through observing younger teachers that   through IT, children  can become  receptive to 
topics that she had  previously considered  “alien” for  six  to seven year old children. 
These students were working on topics such as the first woman Olympic competitor or 
the first   woman to fly across the Atlantic through the Internetand the children were  
learning and absorbing. As an outcome of this,  her initial  resistance because of  some 
pedagogical concern were dissolved somewhat and she developed  the  attitude that:   
 
as a teacher have to be a step ahead, to be able to teach IT, so have to be 
positive and receptive, give it a try. With all the changes, if I don’t change will   
be left behind. If your school go into Future School114,  left  behind and have to  




Thus although resistant at first,  over time, teachers developed their acceptance of  IT as 






                                                 
114As  #32 notes  there is one of these Future Schools opening where children do not carry books, just work 
from computer tablets.    
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
300
(d)   Responding to National Education (NE)   
  
A major MOE initiative, Principals and HODs directed teachers to attend     in-service 
talks and seminars on National Education. They also organized    school workshops for  
 
teachers on infusing National Education into their  classroom  teaching (#25).  As  #29 
notes: 
 
NE was for the younger teachers, new in the service, some who didn’t study 
history and know little of Singapore’s past. The idea was that teachers can’t 
teach until have the background. For example, few teachers knew about the 
labour movement.   
 
 
In terms of  teachers’ responses, the data reveals two  patterns. The first pattern is 
indicated by #4  who notes  that for the  group of older teachers  like her, this was  a good 
change.  They even discovered through the seminars   new knowledge, for example,  
about  the  government’s use of water rations  (#4) or that Raffles had a house at Fort 
Canning (#25). As  #4  notes “teachers    want racial harmony and are quite happy to 
inculcate NE”; she did not see teaching NE as more work. This feeling is related to the 
memories and experiences of  older  teachers who as young children heard stories of the 
brutality and suffering under the Japanese Occupation from their parents or had gone 
through the period of political turmoil with curfews and the 1964  and the 1968 racial 
riots in their early childhood years.  
 
Although most of the older teachers reveal an openness to NE,  #33 suggests that the 
group of older Chinese-educated teachers may have some reservations about NE 
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particularly with regard to the Singapore Story as presented by the government.  They 
feel that the Singapore Story minimized the contributions of the Chinese-educated, who 
as loyal Singaporeans contributed to the   nation’s defense  during the Japanese 
Occupation and were actively involved in developing Singapore as a nation and were not 
in the main communists or radicals.  
 
Teachers like #17 who heard about the racial riots when in primary school,   notes  that 
“there’s a place for NE.  It is important to know that you live in a  country which is part  
of a larger world.”  She reproduced her acceptance of National Education when she told 
about a relief teacher who was a “rebel”    and had raised all kinds of questions about Lee 
Kuan Yew’s book, The Singapore Story: Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew, questioning his 
motives for writing the book and providing wrong information to the students.  She  had 
to   correct some of the wrong views because she believed that critical thinking should be  
accompanied by responsibility.   
 
However, young teachers like #21 and #22 note that NE was propaganda.     #21 recounts  
that when she taught NE in 1999 to her  students,  she  had  “a lot of reservation and  did 
not have a  full understanding  about what she was   doing.” However since attending the 
National Institute of Education (on leave from her school) to complete a graduate degree 
and taking a Singapore Studies Module which she refers to as a kind of National 
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She described the module as:   
 
academic, giving the full picture. It talked about  Singaporean identity, all   
about economy and why government is doing what it does - very different from 
what I got in school [she was teaching in].  
 
 
With knowledge gained from the module,  she began to understand why the    government 
emphasized education -  because of “survival concerns, the   importance of  human  
resource  development in Singapore,…”  and   she came to realize the “pitfalls  that   my 
students will face when they join the   work (world).”  The course “made me  reflect and 
develop a  sense of purpose on why I’m teaching and the National Education that I put 
my kids through  makes lot more sense.”  She realized the importance of education  and 
that:  
 
in order to be stay competitive we must be as creative and efficient,  and   think 
on our feet. Our ability to produce results depends on our  ability to be creative.    
  
 
Thus, from these accounts, we see that some teacher in response to the NE initiative are 
generally open to the change though in some others, this openness is qualified but through 
processes described,  the reservation turned to acceptance of the change. Thus in 
responding to the change, teachers created and  recreated their qualified openness to 
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Responding to Changes in School Administration 
 
The changes in administrative procedures noted by teachers that create issues of 
adjustment for them include the implementation of the School Excellence Model (SEM) 
and the Enhanced Performance  Management System  (EPMS). 
 
(a)  The  School Excellence Model (SEM)     
 
SEM, as teachers understood it, was adapted from  several business models (#3).  It  
involved a whole transformation of schools  (#11).  It  was to be an  annual exercise in 
evaluating the whole school system - leadership, teachers, facilities, programs with every 
school to submit a report at end of year (#3).   This school self-appraisal  involved  related 
activities to develop a school vision and mission (#3). Also, #18 notes that SEM was a 
move to school-based management in which MOE will be the “regulator.”         
 
As a  consequence of teachers actions and interactions in implementing SEM,  teachers 
developed a   particular view of SEM. As  #27 notes:  
 
it’s a lot of work… it’s too tedious, look  inside  (of the school) from the top  
office to everything - facility,  students, …. touch everything, kind of like head 
to toe. We had the meetings, learning circles, a lot of meetings, meetings, 
meetings and  had  to   provide feedback on one of the criteria.    
 
 
#11 agrees noting that teachers “take it as a chore since it involved gathering data, writing 
reports and keeping data”  (#11).   
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Thus teachers showed a qualified acceptance of SEM as they were involved in the process 
of implementing it.  As #3 recounts:   
 
When this (SEM) evaluation was done for the first time in 1999, teachers were   
not open because it was new  but later  they became more open. In the 
evaluation, teachers commented  that the  IT workshops were good  but  they   
did not have time to follow-up. They also raised teacher welfare issues  
particularly the lack of   care and concern shown during times of bereavement 
or death. The evaluation also asked about principals which deal with the    
question of how he (the principal) runs school, questions such as “is he open?”    
The research revealed that  students wanted  more CCA such as tennis (the 
school has no tennis court) or Taek Kwon Do.    
 
 
#3’s school went through the SEM findings revealing her school:  
 
to be a   good, open system, where   teachers had a   say and   pupils had a say.  
The principal was approachable and    parents know what was going on in 
various programs.    In the process we   worked as team, it was an   opportunity 
for teachers  and students  to voice their opinions.   
 
Thus as #29 noted some of the teachers, although they believed that SEM    took too 
much of their time, did find many of the findings useful, particularly those about other 
school departments.  Thus some teachers to a certain extent changed their attitude as SEM 
gave them a better picture of the school’s  operations.  
 
This qualified acceptance also emerged from #21’s experiences with SEM.  It  was a 
painful process for her to attend the whole day presentation for all the SEM criteria. She 
tells about the “artificiality” of the whole thing, the   “uptight management” so particular 
about wording and to show that the   school had improved on some of the criteria.  She 
wonders whether SEM is  more for the “betterment of the school, for awards rather than 
for the betterment of the students.”  She,  however, acknowledges that the children are 
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closely linked to school culture that SEM proposes to develop, but as a  teacher, she 
would rather  spend  the time on preparing  lessons instead of writing the SEM report.     
  
Similarly  #17 notes that SEM may have its uses, but  it takes time from doing something 
more interesting, like planning an outing with her students than spend time on reports.  
 
My interviews suggest that the regular teachers were less accepting of SEM,   while  
teacher-administrators  like  #11 who taught and also held the position of  pastoral care 
counselor  were more accepting: 
  
I think it depends on individuals, if you take it positively as a guide for you to 
improve and  think its good, for my case, it reallymade me realize, lot of things 
I do, I do it just because I want to do it – no direction. It really helped me to put 
things in place.    
   
 
I think the SEM made a  lot  (of us) think (of) the direction we are going and  
whether we are doing things for the sake of doing.  So it actually woke us up,   
when we plan things, it must be  towards direction. We did a lot of ad hoc stuff  
(before),  sometimes, feel like doing it, we do it,  so when the SEM came 
about, made us  realize that we need to put processes in place, made us think 




Thus, we see that in going through the process of SEM, teachers created and recreated 
their qualified acceptance of this change. Generally teachers do not like administrative 
changes that are time-consuming  and take away from their teaching, and this is 




                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
306
(b)  Enhanced Performance  Management System  (EPMS)   
 
EPMS  in 1999 was a   change  from the previous teacher (work review)   evaluation 
(#21)115. In EPMS teachers were assessed  for  overall performance  in  multiple areas 
such as IT capability, training hours undertaken, work reports and  schemes of work, 
involvement in the planning of activities (such as commemorative events), and facilitating 
parental involvement as part of their portfolio  (#23,  #35). As a directive from MOE, 
schools required teachers to follow the procedures of EPMS.   
  
#35 notes how  when   her school used the new work review  for the first time  in   2003,  
the teachers talked among themselves  about what to do: 
 
Many of us are not sure what is actually required of us.  So we are  trying out 
from each other…we are  actually grumbling and feeling frustrated…too many   
things for us  to look into. Find out which grade we are in,  where we fit  in.    
 
 
#23  tells  that EPMS was a “nuisance” and teachers in her school would take a fellow 
colleagues evaluation as a template and just follow that to fill out their own evaluation 
forms. As #29 notes, many teachers thought EPMS was  “a waste of time” as it took a lot 
of time in filling the  form, collecting the information and  meetings  with   HOD  to  
discuss the evaluation.     
   
#21, a younger teacher tells about her interaction with her Reporting Officers    
conducting her work review over a two year period,  in  2005 and 2006.  In the first work 
                                                 
115
 #21 notes that in the former teacher evaluation, teachers had to specify quantitative   targets  plus 
achievement,  such as  for the   subject English  targeting  45% of students to pass with A star and assessing 
whether the target was met afterwards.     
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review she conferenced with the  Reporting Officer (RO) two times,    in  mid-year and 
year-end. During the conference, she would share with the RO her areas of strength and 
weaknesses and  he would  advise her on where she could improve. Also, this supervisor 
asked her to grade herself as to whether she was or was not meeting expectations. In her 
second work review in 2006, she had a different  RO who  assessed  #21 on every criteria 
based   on what #21 had  written in  her own work review report. The supervisor then 
asked #21 if she agreed with the assessment. This supervisor also recommended   #21 for 
the   administrative track and although  #21 was open to the idea, she  did prefer the  
teaching track.    
 
#21 notes that although the work review seemed quite tedious in the beginning   since 
there were so many  criteria to consider but after going through the review  for  several 
years, she sees it as “quite useful.” She is able to see   areas she can improve as the 
supervisor would give advice on particular areas to work on.   #21, however, does have 
reservation related to the lack of transparency in the review since teachers are not 
informed about how they are   evaluated beyond the RO, at the HOD level. Despite this, 
her initial reservation changed to some  acceptance. Thus as an outcome of going through 
the EPMS,  #21  came to accept the change, although still with some qualification.  
 
A young teacher like #21 may find EPMS useful since they are in the beginning of their 
career.  As  #17 notes, EPMS is for teachers who want to climb.   #18, another young 
teacher notes that among her young colleagues, there is an expectation that they be  
promoted within three years, otherwise they would resign.   
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However for the group of teachers, the majority, who mainly want to teach116,   and don’t 
want to climb like #17, who asked for a transfer after she declined to accept a position as 
Senior Teacher, may  just go through the motions of the  EPMS  process.   Or for  the 
older teachers who are  at the end of their career, they  would be less accepting of EPMS 
(#33).  Thus #25 notes that:  
 
She was so stressed out by the whole (EPMS)  thing. The first time I did the 
work review was in 2001, and by then I’ve already reached my maximum 
years. There was nowhere for me to plan to go ahead. The younger ones have 
their roadmaps, whether want to go to academic or HOD, or administration, but 
not for us, for our age, doing the review every year and trying to get us to do 
roadmaps. I was very confused.  I’m not  like a younger teacher,  don’t set my 




Thus, this suggests that  it may be the case that although teachers showed qualified 
acceptance of EPMS, there are difference in terms of their degree of openness to the 
change, with older  less agreeable  than the younger teachers.  
 
 As   #29 notes: 
 
Teachers are now quite used to the change (to EPSM). Even now with the  
(EPSM) ranking, can see  acceptance. They  (the teachers) know they will be 
ranked through the end of year and everyone will give their best – tell each 
other to work hard or else will get low grade.   
 
 
Teachers have adapted to EPMS but they continue to create and recreate a   qualified 
openness to the change.      
  
                                                 
116
 These teachers referred to themselves as HOT (Happy Ordinary   Teacher). 
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Given the general qualified openness to the changes discussed and also the teachers’ view 
that this  period has been one of too many changes as described in the introduction to this 
section, I argue that in this period, teachers continued to create and recreate a qualified 
openness to change but at an enhanced level.  Thus although it is true that teachers were 
exposed to so many changes in this post-industrial period and they’ve adjusted (#14), and 
even realize that  as “long as I’m in the educational field there will be constant change 
and I will make the necessary adjustment to the changes”, their response to specific 
changes will remain qualified unless they can be convinced of  its value.      
 
To summarize, this section has pointed out that teachers in response to changes in 
pedagogy, curriculum and assessment; in administration;   and in teacher evaluation in 
this post-industrial period continue to sustain their disposition to be qualified in their 
openness to change but now  at an enhanced level. Although initially resistant to many of 
the changes introduced in this post-industrial period,  some teachers in the process of 
adjustment did change   from initial resistance to some acceptance of a particular change 
which, however,  remains qualified.         
 
 
Enhanced  Appreciation of  Multilingualism 
 
As noted, in the  period of  early to late  industrialization from 1959 to 1996,   teachers’ 
appreciation of multilingualism which is based on a bilingual multilingualism had 
become naturalized as a core element of their culture/teacher habitus.  
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In this period  of post-industrial society,   there are continuities  in this element of teacher 
culture with the previous industrial period. This is the case since the   state principle of 
bilingualism  continues  as a  dominant  aspect of  the state’s cultural field. This  principle 
refers to  the state’s claim that  both the  English and the Mother Tongue languages are  
important,  the former for   its global  link and the  latter to provide a sense of values 
rooted to place  (Tan:2005, 57).    This  continuity is also carried forward by  the new 
teachers  who have studied  under the bilingual policy of primary and secondary schools 
and  through such social conditioning  developed an appreciation of multilingualism as 
part of their habitus that consciously or unconsciously disposed them to act on this 
appreciation/belief.     
 
Thus, #18 who joined the teaching service in 2000, tells about her linguistic experiences 
in primary and secondary schools in which the state is heavily  implicated:  
 
I  grew  up  speaking  Mandarin at   home and  struggled  with  English. For  us  
there was no choice;  we were  told  since  long  that we couldn’t  survive  in 
the world  if  we didn’t learn both languages.  We were  “brainwashed”  by  the  
government  that   English is  the  international language and  that  we   must 
also know our Mother Tongue. The government  kept  reminding us to do both 
languages.  These  government  campaigns  were very effective.117 
 
 
As a consequence of such social conditioning by the state,  #18 notes that: 
 
not many teachers in my age group do not appreciate multilingualism since  we  
take it  for granted, [until] we realize that we can converse [with our English or 
Chinese] when outside the country.   
                                                 
117
 #18  related her feeling about  the  power of the State in creating  her  linguistic  consciousness.  I was 
“so amazed that I  detested dialect. Looking  back at the government campaigns when  I was from five to   
twelve years old, no one was supposed to speak dialect, … very strict due to communism in the 1970s.  I 
came to believe that speaking dialect was    terrible, second class.  I  realize  this was wrong when  visiting 
old folks homes and the seniors were speaking in dialect.”    
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#21 who joined the teaching service in 2000 notes that  growing up,  she  had     no 
particular feeling about the goodness of being multilingual: 
 
I’m in the system as a  student; I had  no idea how this helped  me. At the end 
of the day,  I study for my  Mother Tongue  and  my English subject. It did   
not occur to me studying English is good that it  would  prepare me for work, 
not dawned on me. As a student, I must pass my  English and Mother Tongue   
subjects because the government made it compulsory, if I don’t pass, I’m    
stuck.    
 
 
It was, however, through  her studies at the National Institution of Education  (NIE) for 
her teaching degree that she received a “wakeup call”….made aware and learned the 
whole history of why the PAP introduced multilingualism.”   As an outcome of this she 
came to appreciate the importance of  bilingual within a  multilingual context that had 
been so much a part of her life when growing up.  
 
Thus for #21, her educational experience  in primary school created in her the 
unconscious awareness of bilingual multilingualism but this was reinforced  in her studies 
at NIE.  Similarly another  teacher #37 notes  her  appreciation of  bilingual 
multilingualism is based partly on government policy and her specific interest in Chinese:        
   
Since I’m born, the focus on the English language is there, in the  whole 
society. The  government focused more on English but I’m more focused on 
Chinese.  I learned  and love  the  Chinese language. The  Chinese language is 
for your roots to learn Chinese, English is for me to communicate at work and 
the world.  We can’t survive with just our Mother Tongue;  as a Mother 
Tongue  teacher  I  need to know English.    
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In this period, some  teachers who joined the teaching service were trilingual.  #25 tells 
about a Malay English teacher in her school who is fluent in Mandarin. These teachers are 
also a  product of  Singapore’s bilingual system of education, those students who had 
done well enough in English, Mathematics and Mother Tongue   to qualify for a third 
language in secondary school.    
 
However,  there were  changes in  state policy  in this period  which created an altered 
linguistic situation to which  teachers responded and in so doing,  as an consequence 
created and recreated their appreciation of multilingualism at an enhanced level.  These 
state policies  are related to  the vision of  Thinking Schools Learning Nation (TSLN) 
which the State  initiated in response to globalization. In this vision, MOE directed 
schools to implement the objectives of  the Speak Good English Movement and   changes 
in  the Mother Tongue Languages (MTLs)  curriculum beginning with the Chinese 
Mother Tongue Language in late 2004.  I discuss  teachers’ responses to these  and how 
as an outcome, teachers are creating and recreating their belief in multilingualism at an 
enhanced level. 
 
Responding to the Speak Good English Movement  
 
The State launched the Speak Good English Movement in 2000 targeting Singaporeans 
including teachers and parents specifically as role models in speaking good English. This 
created a  linguistic environment  in schools more    attuned to the importance of speaking 
good English  and avoiding the use of    Singlish.118  As expressed by Goh Chok Tong 
                                                 
118
 Singlish is heavily influenced by the Chinese and Malay language in pronunciation, grammar, and 
vocabulary and it is difficult to understand by non-Singlish speakers.  
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(1999) “for Singapore to become global and a first-world economy, it needs to speak 
good English.”    
 
#29 notes  that  part of this campaign was for the teachers to improve their English  since 
there were a large number of teachers in the teaching service    many of them having a 
standard of English less than desired,  even among the graduates and thus were  not 
teaching their students well.                
 
Most  teachers were  aware  of  the situation described by #29.  The  less than desired 
quality of English seemed to be common knowledge.  #17 tells she was surprised that 
many teachers didn’t use good English as revealed in e-mail correspondences that had 
become a common form of communication among them (#17).  #29  recounts that often 
lesson plans submitted  by teachers  were not written in complete sentences. #18, a young 
teacher related that her   friend, an acting Head of the English Department from one of the 
better school complained  that she “could not take it that every time parents reprimanded 
her for many errors in the papers set for English.” #25  a senior teacher    noted  that  the  
young  teachers  were not familiar with grammar usage often asking them  (seniors) for 
advice.119    
 
Thus MOE in 2000 required all teachers to go for classes in grammar  including the 
senior and young teachers. Also,  teachers who had not received a distinction for English 
in their “O” level English or English Literature  subjects in secondary school were 
                                                 
119
 Many teachers including #29 and #25 attribute  the reduced standard of English in the young teachers to 
the  change in textbooks  in the 1980s  and their being taught  through the  communicative method which 
did not stress on the rudiments of grammar -  parts of speech,    function of verb,  and parsing of sentence 
structures.  Also, they attribute the poor standard to  the  bilingual policy in which there was much mixing 
across languages       
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encouraged to sit for  the   paper  again  and if received a  distinction, they  would   
qualify for a  pay  increment   (#29).     
 
#25 notes that the training in grammar and the  many programs to emphasize good 
English associated with the campaign for Good English120 affected teachers.  It  “made us 
more aware” of using good English even though “we  were earlier aware.” This is the 
case since schools implemented MOE directives  and  created a  speak  good  English 
environment in schools. In some schools, the principal or HOD of English during 
assembly will  introduce  a storytelling session and  tell the  pupils that the speakers are 
using better English and students are encourage to listen  and   try to pick it  up (#29).  
Also,  Principals and HODs  reminded teachers  to encourage students speaking among 
themselves to speak good English not Singlish and   cautioned teachers not to speak 
Singlish among themselves which apparently was very common (#29, #25) since the 
children  will overhear.  They were also expected to incorporate the objective of speaking 
good English in their  teaching.    
                                            
Thus, teachers incorporated an emphasis on good English in their teaching. For example, 
during an English lesson on story telling or on conversation,   teachers would stress on 
using proper English. Also teachers constantly reminded   students to use proper English 
when talking    to one another in the classroom  and told them not to use Singlish so 
much. They encouraged students to avoid using phrases like  “cannot meh?”  and   ask   
“why can’t  I” instead (#29) so that they could be understood  by  foreigners.  As  #29 
notes,  most teachers  would  agree  that  “it’s  always good to remind  students to use 
                                                 
120
  Lee Hsien Loong  launched the Speak Good English movement in 2000.  
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good English and inculcate the habit of good English and when do business, as adults, 
will get used to it.”   
 
There was, therefore,  a raised level of consciousness with respect to speaking good   
English  in this period.  
 
 
Responding to Changes in Mother Tongue Language Curriculum and    Pedagogy      
  
In late 2004, MOE initiated changes in the Mother Tongue Languages beginning with  the 
Chinese language.  The changes  involved  implementing a modular system in which 
students would have more choice in taking the Mother Tongue Language (MTL) 
according to their ability and interest.  Furthermore, there would be more emphasis on 
listening, reading and    speaking and less on writing  or stroking Chinese characters.   
 
In terms of responses to these changes, I note those of the English teachers.    #29 feels  
“o.k.”  with the changes since in the modular system, “those students who can go further 
can do so;  there is  nothing to stop them.”  Also, the focus on oral skills  and 
comprehension was good since the previous emphasis on  rote-learning  “had put the  
children off.”  #25 also welcomed  the change  noting that although she agreed with 
bilingualism,  there had been too  much emphasis  on good performance and had  often 
asked  why students could not “do (learn) the languages within their ability without the 
pressure to achieve such a high level.”  Similarly  #18, welcomed the change since there 
was  choice. This she compared to her primary and high schools years when  “for us there 
was no choice; we were told we  couldn’t survive in this world without knowing our 
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Mother Tongue and English.” As she notes, “It’s   always good to know another language 
but with choice.”    
 
However, Mother Tongue teachers differed in their interpretation.      Although the 
implementation of the changes in the Chinese language curriculum and pedagogy are at 
an  early stage,  #27  notes that “there is  no  choice since parents tell  the  kids to take the  
higher level121” and there is “no quality since teachers teaching the Enrichment Module 
(or Higher Chinese) are  complaining that  they are taking in  EM2 and EM3 kids.”  The 
Chinese teachers also view that the focus on oral/aural skills (reading and listening) and 
comprehension and less on writing will reduce  the level of  the   student’s learning of the  
Chinese language.    
 
As #27 notes: 
 
Now language is language, especially Chinese, they  have to learn to stroke, 
know the phrases, then paragraphs. They  have to learn in stages…. Now this is  
all cancelled, no more making sentences, more on comprehension…for us this 
is cut down on learning.  
  
 
As #15, a Chinese teacher, notes also, due  “to  the emphasis on not writing,   students 




                                                 
121This higher level Chinese refers to the Enrichment Model in the modular system  in  which Chinese is 
offered in three modules,  Basic, Core, and Enrichment.       
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Chinese122 program  (her   mission  school was  one of the twenty-five schools  piloting 
this program), she  also noticed  a drop in the standard of Chinese:  
 
students can express better but in terms of writing and retaining what they   
learn, they have a  problem  since  they don’t get to write as much. The new 
batch of kids taught under SEED-Chinese can speak more confidently but don’t 
know writing. On the other hand,  students in the previous system were  not as 
confident in speaking,  but they were writing.     
 
 
#27 makes a similar point with regard to the  SEED-Chinese program:    
  
I’m now teaching this lot of Primary Three who was the first group who did the  
SEED-Chinese. They’ve had a lot of playing and were in smaller groups  of 
thirty students per class. If I compare this group to the  Primary Three group 
who had the previous curriculum and now in Primary Five,  for  this group of 
kids,  a lot of things are blurred.  All teachers  concerned, agree, there are a   lot 
of basic things not learned. The previous Primary Three lot who did writing to 
me  look smarter,  if they want to ask for lockers, they would   know to ask 
you, whereas this  present  lot of Primary Three who went through SEED-MTL  
never asked for locker, they are not as smart and alert…. This lot having good 
time talk more at the same time, but quite a number are lost, not like last time 
when we emphasized a  lot of writing.  
 
 
Thus although English and Mother Tongue teachers differ in their opinion of the changes 
in Mother Tongue Language curriculum and pedagogy, their views are formulated within 
an  appreciation of multilingualism, which is taken for granted part of their teacher 
habitus.    
 
                                                 
122
 SEED-Chinese is part of the new curriculum for  Chinese Language teaching.  It  was  
piloted at the Primary One and Primary Two levels in twenty-five schools in 2006 with full 
implementation by 2007.  The program emphasizes oral communication  and reading rather than 
repetitive scriptwriting (character stroking), spelling and dictation drills.    
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However, I argue that teachers are strengthening their belief in multilingualism as an 
outcome of their response to the linguistic situation created by the state policies and 
actions.  For example,  #25 notes that teachers  are more aware of the importance of 
multilingualism since MOE and principals had raised their understanding about the 
impact of  globalization  in which more Singaporeans will be venturing to other countries 
for business opportunities.  This is  further reinforced in school projects on  Innovation 
and  Enterprise (IE) implemented in 2000 to encourage children to be  entrepreneurial and 
take risks.   
 
Thus #25 notes that although as a teacher, she had observed children struggling with  
learning two languages  and decried such  pressures  on them, she realized  “but in the 
end, I’m glad that Lee Kuan Yew pushed since  now  the students can speak Chinese  as 
they venture into China.”  
 
Also, teachers such as #37, a Chinese language teacher,  are highlighting the importance 
of knowing the Mother Tongue well to the students in their teaching  as indicated in  this  
account of a lesson  in  Primary Six: 
 
I  asked my  students,  “do you like Chinese?”  Most say they  don’t;  then I 
ask, “why do you  have to learn Chinese?”  They say,  “in  the  curriculum, no  
choice.”  I say,  “Ok., if given the choice, what would you do?”  Then I  give 
them an  explanation….  I say to them, “look at what colour you are, can’t you 
see other races, Malay and Indian  also want to  learn Chinese?”  I  tell them I 
don’t look at rewards  but  if you  go out to do business and you have two   
Chinese men together, both of them are Chinese and you need a translator, how 
do you think they would feel?  If I’m  the man from China,  I won’t do business  
with you,  you  don’t know the language,  how communicate?     
 
At the same time, she also tell hers students that  in  Singapore you  can’t  just    rely on  
the  Chinese language  but also  have English,  have to be both.”   
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          




To sum, in this period, teachers in response to the  state initiatives on speaking good 
English and on changes in Mother Tongue Language curriculum and pedagogy 
reproduced  their appreciation of multilingualism of the earlier period.  However, they are 
also developing this appreciation at an enhanced level as they teach  about the economic 
value of knowing  both English and the Mother Tongue Languages well in the context of 
increasing globalization and global competition. Although the principle of English as the 
“working” language and the Mother Tongue Language for “cultural ballast” continues to 
be sustained and more so  in a globalizing world as noted by the government to maintain 
a sense of one’s roots in Singapore  this duality is  now  enhanced   since the Mother 
Tongue Languages now have economic value. Thus   although teachers continue to 
believe in this duality, as they emphasize the importance of the economic value of the 
Mother Tongue Languages as well as other languages in their teaching,  they will as an 
outcome   strengthen and enhance their  appreciation of  multilingualism.   
 
 
Enhanced Belief in  Racial Harmony 
 
As mentioned, in the previous industrial period, teachers created and recreated their belief 
in  racial harmony as an entrenched core element of their   culture or teacher  habitus.  
This belief had moved from an  emphasis on   ethnic unity in the 1959-1978 
preoccupation with nation-building and economic development  to  an emphasis on ethnic 
distinctiveness in the 1979-1996  period where the preoccupation was with remaining 
Asian in the face of modernization and western influences.   
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In this period, there are continuities with the previous period in that the  state and 
educational cultural field was characterized by state policies that   continued to promote 
the principle of multiracialism and racial harmony.  Thus   teachers’ belief in   racial 
harmony continued to be sustained by the work situation which embed this principle in 
the daily operations of  schools.   Also, teachers who joined the teaching service in this 
period prior to their entry into the teaching service had embedded this belief in conscious 
or unconscious form as part of their individual/collective habitus which had  developed in 
the context of either exposure to different races in their   communities (neighbourhoods)  
or  in  bilingual/multilingual schools they attended in the 1980s or 1990s.    
   
For example,  #21 of Chinese in ancestry  joined the teaching service in 1999.    She grew 
up in a Chinese setting and  had  little exposure to different racial groups during her early 
childhood years. However, she tells that her   experiences in primary school in the 1980s 
“made me appreciate racial   harmony and more tolerable of differences.”  In this school, 
Malay students  were significant in numbers.  In her  class of forty  students,  there would 
be about seventeen Malays,  three  Indians, and   thirty Chinese. Thus, she   learned in this 
environment  much  about Malay culture such as Malays do   not like pigs when she 
noticed  two  boys in anger  shouting “babi” (“pig” in Malay) at each other.  She refers to 
this knowledge as “subconsciously” learned from her primary school days which 
disposed her to be very careful during Children’s Day to make sure that the type of snacks 
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#18 joined the teaching service in 2000.  She notes that when young, the idea of racial 
harmony was:    
 
drummed into us. Every year, at  the National Day Rally, we would be   
reminded if we don’t live in harmony, riots will happen. We also  had Social 
Studies in school telling us about  historical events which will always extract 
the riots  and Lee Kuan Yew crying. 
 
 
#18 also notes that she only developed a cognitive awareness of the    importance of racial  
harmony from schools as she did not have much exposure or interaction with the  
different races in her  primary and secondary school in which most students were Chinese 
with only a few  minorities.  As she notes, the “school was teaching about racial harmony 
but I was   not interacting with Malays or Indians.”  When in university, there was more 
interaction but she had no Malay or Indian  friends.  Even in her first posting to a Catholic 
mission school in 2000,  there were few minority teachers and   students.  However, in 
2005,  when she was  transferred to a school in 2005 in  which twenty per cent of the 
teaching staff were Malay, who were either   English and Malay teachers,  who taught in 
the  English medium or Malay as a  Mother Tongue Language,  she felt her  first true 
challenge of working in an inter-racial setting.         
 
 #37, who  joined the teaching service in 2000, tells about her multiracial learning 
experiences.  Her parents were  open,  did not tell her   “don’t go near Malay  or  don’t 
make friends with Indian.”  She had an Indian uncle, not a blood relative  but someone 
who worked for her father  and  played with   her and her siblings. She tells about her 
kindergarten years in which she was    exposed to the  different races and recalls having 
much joy at one time, when  she and her Malay and Indian friends  made a  carton box  
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train together and “rode” on it together.   During  her  primary school years, race was not 
an issue.  As she notes, she would know a person is Malay, but she didn’t see   them as 
from another race,  “just wanted to be with them, want to play, not care if they are 
Malay.”  She  notes that she  is  “basically neutral” to  race.  “I don’t look at the person’s 
color.”      
 
At the same time, in this period, changes in state policy created changed ethno-cultural 
situation to which teachers adjusted  and in doing so created and  created their belief in 
racial harmony at an enhanced level. Thus National Education was implemented 
toeducate the younger generation particularly  about  the   history of  Singapore in which  
the importance of racial harmony  in Singapore’s economic advancement and national 
survival  was highlighted.  Also,     state    initiatives   to  promote   racial  and religious   
harmony   in all arenas of Singapore society  including education  in light of  the 
perceived    threat of international terrorism to the nation’s racial and religious harmony 
were introduced.  Thus in this period,  the state emphasized more on unity of the 
Singapore nation, on intercultural and inter-religious dialogue among the races.   
 
In response  to school rules  and regulations  with  some  principals “repeating again and 
again” (#25) that National Education must be incorporated into their  lessons, teachers did 
so in various ways. They attended workshops on National Education (#8) and video 
screenings (#11). They attended  sessions  organized by the Principal or HOD on how to 
infuse National Education into their lessons  (#25). In  collaboration with  each other,  
teachers planned and conducted school-wide Learning Journeys (LJ)  or  Community 
Involvement   Projects (CIP).  Also, some teachers  in assembly or in classrooms 
discussed   one of the National Education messages.  For example, #25 tells  that  teachers 
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in her school would take turns during assembly and each  give a talk on one of the six 
National Education messages.  For example, a  teacher would take one of the messages, 
for example, love of country, and may talk about the different races and how they  
celebrate and enjoy the National Day or they may talk about love of parents which is 
basically the start of how one loves one’s   country.  Teachers may also  tell about their 
experiences in the past such as   #27 who spoke about  her  experience during the racial 
riots in class.  Some teachers did class projects in which students would interview their  
grandparents to find out about their   experiences of deprivation and  mutual  support 
during  World War II  and the period of Japanese Occupation.     
 
Also, #8  notes:      
 
I describe to the children that in the 1990s Singapore is quite advanced in terms 
of national and social development, in housing  and education. As a    teacher I 
make my kids aware how Singapore is able to achieve all because we have 
peace, we work together, have a  good government and gain all this, this 
achievement that we’ve reached is unique. If we compare with other nations   
surrounding Singapore, the political instability and disturbance, as teacher I    
can see the difference and everyday in the newspaper, I used to discuss with 
kids, this is what’s happening the issue discussed and debate and explained,    
this process of Singapore’s  advance  to a  higher level of society.   
 
 
He would also paint a scenario of the continuing challenges that Singapore faces:  
 
Nothing happen but if something were to happen, terrorism, political 
instability, trouble with neighboring country, it would be different.  Singapore 
is very small. Singapore wants   to be prosperous and strong  but in terms of   
national  defense, this one is difficult since Singapore is a small country and 
can’t afford to be in conflict. Also Singapore is watched by neighboring 
countries like Indonesia, Malaysia, and Brunei, watching what happening to 
Malays in Singapore and give comment.  Same with China and the Chinese.   
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As a consequence of this teaching and the context of a supportive school environment, 
teachers developed an  enhanced awareness of the importance of racial  harmony.  As  
#25 notes, “National Education raised our level of awareness, so that we  believed in its 
importance more.”  Furthermore, #11  comments: 
 
to me racial harmony is important for Singapore to survive, we’re a pretty 
small country, see in other countries have problem. We are pretty small,  get 
from government drumming this to us, videos to tell the importance of teaching 
our kids in racial harmony and National Education.    
 
  
Also, #18 relates that although National Education is more of the same    propaganda, she 
agrees with the government’s focus on racial harmony  which synchronizes with her 
belief in Buddhist  teachings  on this issue:  
 
Master Cheng123 said that there should be harmony between races, to look 
beyond Singapore to worldwide and see the religious disharmony, the    human 
disasters like 9-11…. So in the past and the present… so  much   discord 
happening around the world…so what the government says is true,  only by 




Thus in this period,  teacher  developed  their belief in racial harmony at an enhanced 
level. I note some examples in which teachers showed an  heightened awareness or 
sensitivity to situations of  potential  racial conflict,  a  vigilance  which  the state claims  
is necessary.    
 
#18 relates this incident in her school discussed among the teachers in the Primary One 
level.  She tells that the Primary One teachers were supposed  to go to the Singapore 
                                                 
123
 Master Cheng Yen  is the founder and spiritual  leader of  the Singapore branch  of  Tzu Chi, a  
Buddhism organization based in Taiwan with a local branch in Singapore.   
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Botanic Gardens for outdoor activities within school time as part of their Beyond 
Classroom Learning (BCL) activity. The Malay teachers did not show up so “it turned out 
to be like a Malay-Chinese divide.”    Out of the  ten English form teachers, it happened 
that only six teachers    turned up.  Out of this  six, five were Chinese, one Indian; the 
other four   were  all Malay. The Malay teachers did   call and “made all sorts of 
excuses.”   Subsequently all  ten teachers had a  closed door  meeting and  the “matter 
was  solved by saying that this is very real since if we don’t have  racial     harmony, a lot 
of things can happen.” As  #18 notes in recounting this incident,  “I  personally  agree 
with the government that  racial harmony can’t be taken for granted.”     
 
Another example of this heightened sensitivity and awareness of the importance of racial 
harmony is also noted by #9, a Malay teacher in a   mission school.  She tells that during 
contact time,124 she brought it to the attention of all staff that she overheard some of them 
in  the staffroom  talking about “not going to places with lots of Muslim, don’t go to 
Malaysia, Indonesia,  also China, since  there are  Muslims  there.”  #9  brought up the 
issue of  looking at Islam in this light and   teachers said they had not  realized that  such  
comments were hurtful and  apologized after that.   #9  notes that     nowadays  the staff 
are  “aware of things they should do or not do. Now the   staff are very conscious about 
the food that they bring should have the hallal  sign, wouldn’t  dare  to mix utensils with 




                                                 
124
 Contact time is  a sharing session usually conducted  once a week  in primary  schools  by the principal  
who would go over issues,  major activities and events coming up in the school    or  government policies to 
be implemented  (#29).      
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#37 also tells about her heightened awareness of the importance of racial harmony when 
she realized that  students were not like her  in not “caring about color.”  As she notes: 
 
I find  some kids have  weird thinking and the  reactions of kids tell me that it’s 
important for racial harmony that I explain to them. Some children say  the   
Malay don’t have to pay full fees.  So I tell them, this is the thing that is like 
that – can’t do anything since it’s the government’s choice.  Certain things we 
can’t explain, if the government pay their school fees, it’s not their choice, 
can’t blame the Malays.  Also, it’s only in primary school.  Malays don’t have 
to pay, but for secondary  school they  have to. 
 
 
She also responded to children’s talk on the donation of organs, “the  Chinese  have to opt 
out, for Malays they have to opt in.  The children ask why?”      She explains saying the  
“Malays are a  minority in Parliament, the majority are Chinese…need to make Malays 
feel  welcome, not feel threatened.”    
 
#17, a Eurasian,  interestingly  notes  that she is  happy  about  this focus on    
interracial/intercultural understanding.  She is, however,  wary of   government  “lip-
service” and   hopes this is  not a temporary emphasis in response to the problem of Al 
Qaeda  and  international terrorism.  She notes that  people are more aware of the 
importance of interracial/ intercultural understanding but she  does not know how long 
this emphasis will last.  She affirms that it is “important  for  the survival of the country  
that we  become more mindful  (of racial harmony).  Once stop, will go back to square 
one,”  meaning the  racial separateness  of the previous period.    
     
To sum up, in this post-industrial period from 1997-2006  teachers created and recreated 
their belief in racial harmony at an enhanced level in response to  state initiatives of 
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National Education  and  because of an emphasis on the importance of racial harmony,  
particularly religious harmony  in a period of international terrorism.  They developed this 
as an outcome of their actions and interactions with  colleagues  and with students in their 
teaching   in which    ethnic and racial issues were considered and negotiated in a manner 
which  reproduced their belief in racial harmony at an enhanced level.   
 
 
Enhanced  Belief in  Educational  Meritocracy 1997-2006 
 
By the end of the previous period of industrialization from 1959-1996,   teachers had 
developed their belief in the aspect of  educational meritocracy  marked by  individual  
merit  in  achieving good examination results in their    English, mathematics, science  
and  the Mother  Tongue Language subjects.      
 
There are important continuities in this post-industrial period with the previous  period.  
The  principle of educational  meritocracy continues to be sustained   by state policies 
which create this as an important value in the educational  cultural field.  Thus, school  
rituals such as  the  daily  reciting  of the  pledge   and other practices continue to  pervade 
meritocracy as a feature of the school cultural field.  There are also continuities of  this 
belief  in the thinking of  new teachers  joining the teaching service who,  through family 
conditioning and   through their  own  education  in  primary and secondary schools of the 
earlier  period, had consciously or unconsciously, absorbed this belief as an important 
element of their  individual and collective  habitus.   
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Thus, #21 who joined the teaching service in 1999 noted that in her school days: 
 
as a young girl – in school, it was like pass the exam and go to the next grade.  
I knew that exams were important…would determine how I turn out in life and 
that I   needed  the paper for a job.     
 
 
She tells about working hard in her streaming examination  to qualify for entry into  the  
top  Primary 4A  class. She wasn’t successful but was  in the next year since she did well 
in English.  She also notes that she had learned in moral education class inspirational 
stories of treating others equally and fairly.   Thus she was consciously aware of the two 
aspects of meritocracy, firstly the  importance of individual effort  in achievement in 
examinations and secondly  the aspect of  equality of opportunity in treating people 
equally without regard for race, language, culture, and family background. Thus she 
brings this   second aspect of meritocracy  into her teaching: 
 
it’s important to treat kids equally and never actually pinpoint that because 
you’re performing better than others that it makes you better. When in class,    I 
tell the  children “we’re here to learn from one another, sometimes we may not 
be good in one area but we can learn from each other.” In class, there  will 
always be kids brighter and others not  so,  so  I tell them they must learn to 
care for their classmates. We are all special, each of us have our own strengths 
and weaknesses.      
 
 
Also, she brings in the first aspect of meritocracy as she encourages her students to work 
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#18,  who joined the teaching service in 2000,  notes this about her school years: 
 
when kids, this meritocracy was a horrible system, so much competition. The 
meritocracy was a tortuous process. Everyone had to follow. The    government 
defined that  it was important  for  developing the country. This  meant 
academic,  so we were to  make sure  that we try for the  science stream so to 
have the widest choices in life.     
 
 
She goes on to tell that “exactly  because of this experience,” she views  that:      
 
education is the key  to  really bridge the gap and level up so she  continued to 
teach the Learning Support Program (LSP)125 because this system of   
meritocracy will help  them.     
 
 
Thus she notes that  she  defines meritocracy in the “good” sense of equality of 
opportunity since “every child, even the disadvantaged and those not doing well for some 
reason,  is to have the opportunity.”  And,  in fact, based on such belief, which she 
expressed as “every Singaporean matters126” to her principal,  she successfully convinced 
him to overturn his decision to have several teachers share her LSP classroom which 
would have interfered with her  program and classroom  routines. 
 
#3, who in 1997,  transferred from teaching in a secondary school to a primary one tells 
that her belief in meritocracy had  “always been within me, …taught from young, if you 
work hard, deserve to get what you deserve…natural.” Thus, through family 
                                                 
125
 The Learning Support Program (LSP), introduced in 1992, is a  specialized  intervention  program  for  
students in Primary One and Primary Two who lack  basic literacy and numeracy skills to access the 
curriculum.   They are identified as educationally at risk for failing at school.    About  ten to fifteen per 
cent of children from Primary One and Primary Two are involved in this program (O’Donnell: 2002).  
   
126
 This phrase emerged  as part of state discourse with Singapore 21Committee, see page  260-261. 
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conditioning, #3’s belief in  meritocracy was naturalized   in her habitus. This, in turn, 
disposed her to integrate the value of working hard into her teaching, thus creating 
continuity in this element of teacher culture/teacher habitus.   For example, in a spelling 
test: 
 
I would give a whole week for the students to prepare for  it and if they didn’t 
do well I would  said “If you don’t work hard, this is the kind of results you  
will get.  Promise next time, huh, you will get better results. 
 
 
In this period, however, teachers developed their belief in educational  meritocracy  at an  
enhanced level in response to the changed state polices that changed the situation  
relevant to the creation and recreation of this element of teacher culture.  This change in 
direction of policy relates firstly to the  implementation of National Education in which 
the message of meritocracy, “We must uphold meritocracy and uncorruptibility” is      
highlighted as one of the National Education messages.  The other is focused more 
specifically in the  move to a holistic focus on recognizing the different abilities of 
students  in this phase of ability-driven education.     
 
As stated by  Tharman Shanmugaratnam, Minister of Education, who affirms the State’s 
intention to change from the focus on examination to talent meritocracy or ability-driven 
education, thus heralding a change in the educational cultural field:    
 
The standard exam meritocracy which has done Singapore well over the last 
forty years needs to shift towards a differentiated talent meritocracy which 
nurtures and values each individual for their core strengths.  (Shanmugaratnam: 
2006, 1)   
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The essence of recent educational changes is a need to shift from the exam 
meritocracy to a talent meritocracy that is based on a wider interpretation of 
success that includes the arts, sports and other creative skills    
(Shanmugaratnam: 2006, 2)   
 
   
In terms of teachers’ responses to ability-driven education to nurture the individual 
abilities and talents of students,   #17  notes that: 
 
there is finally the recognition  that the whole lot of children and students are 
talented in areas other than academic and those should be nurtured which 
teachers have realized all along in their teaching, that children may not do well 
academically,  but show ability in other talents.      
  
 
#25 considers that this focus on the individual abilities of the child “was  in    the right 
direction.”   Most  teachers  interviewed  indicate that they had quite early in their 
teaching career realized that children varied in their ability and talents even though their 
preoccupations in the previous period were with focusing  on academic abilities.127        
 
Teachers, in responses to school rules and regulations on implementing   ability-based 
education   to develop the  abilities and  talents  of each child, underwent  further training, 
and actively involved in school Co-Curricular Activity (CCA) projects, and incorporated 
the principle of ability-based education  into their teaching.   
  
Thus, some   attended seminars and workshops, for example, on  the Multiple 
Intelligences in the Classroom, which described  the  different intelligences and  how to 
                                                 
127
 #12 notes that some  schools  such as her primary school  made efforts, although small,  in the earlier 
period  to recognize this.  Thus, her  school  would recognize the best sports girl or the best sports boy 
instead of  just recognizing  only the students  with the top marks.    
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develop these in their teaching.  #17 tells about going to  one such  workshop noting that 
she “happens to believe in Howard Gardner128,…. correct that we all have different types 
of intelligences.” Thus she is more consciously integrating the different intelligences in 
her lesson planning and teaching such    as  using music and movement  in an English 
lesson.   
 
#21, a primary one teacher tells about her involvement in   SEED-EL,129  with its focus on 
activity based learning.  A feature of the program is that children no longer have to take 
the two usual Continuous Assessment exams but are assessed in  other ways  such as 
performance based assessment in which a  child’s telling of a story is assessed  by a few  
pre-established  criteria.   #21 is  favourable to the program and according to her and 
many other teachers,  “kids definitely” love the activities.     
 
#25, who was  not directly involved with SEED-EL since she taught  the    upper grade 
levels, tells about  the Primary One and Two teachers who like #21,  are  implementing 
the SEED-EL program in her school.  She notes that   on hearing these teachers 
presenting   to the school  on  their  implementation of the  SEED-EL  program, their  
enthusiasm, challenges, and successes, she noted that: 
 
 
This definitely strengthened my belief in meritocracy since the feeling and 
belief  I had that kids had different abilities from my teaching experience was   
                                                 
128
 Howard Gardner, Professor of Education at Harvard University,  developed the theory of Multiple 
Intelligences in  1983. He notes that schools have tended to focus on linguistic and logical-mathematical  
intelligence. The other intelligences include spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal 
and naturalist intelligence. 
129
 Strategies for Effective and Engaged Development in English (SEED-EL) has been  piloted  in thirty 
schools since January 2005.  Its  implementation is related to the  Speak  Good  English Movement  
launched  by the government in  2000 to develop speaking good English skills.  SEED-EL  aims to develop  
Speak Good English skills and habits  in the early years.   Thus,  the aim of  SEED-EL is “to strengthen 
reading skills and develop a positive attitude towards reading in the foundation years … children learn 
phonics and grammar in the process (Lui: 2006). 
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not supported before,….But now  the government has made it policy and we 
are now looking into how to actually do it.   
 
 
Also,  in integrating ability based education into their teaching, teachers were    involved 
in planning school wide activities to develop the different talents of students.  #3 tells that  
teachers  since the late 1990s  in  her  school have  been involved in  the  practice  of   
rotating   leaderships to  groom the talent: 
 
Teachers would identify the prefects, the “so-called future leaders”. Even in   
the Physical Education classes, we would have a Physical Education (PE)   
leader and PE monitors in charge of getting the equipment for the PE room.  
Children were  also involved in the rotation of leadership in CCA activities.  




Also in her Primary One class, she would: 
 
give the children  the opportunity….They may not be born leaders or they   
may not have the   chance.  For these little ones, ask them to switch off the fan 
or lights, tidy the tables, rearrange chairs,….They are eager to take charge, to 
take the leadership role….hopefully they learn.    
 
 
Teachers tell about school-wide CCA activities in which they were involved:   # 21  notes 
her involvement in mass tennis CCA and #18  in netball and mini-tennis.  #18  further  
relates  that  the teachers in her school after winning the  Program for School-Based 
Excellence (PSE)130 award  shared with the  schools in the  cluster  tips on  how to qualify 
for the PSE  award.   
                                                 
130
 The Program for School-Based  Excellence  (PSE) was  launched by MOE in January 2005 for  schools 
demonstrating sustained excellence in a particular area such as sports, art and other activities  awarded in 
the  Masterplan of Awards.   Successive applicant schools would receive a recurrent grant of $100,000  per 
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Though the implementation of ability-based education is still in process,   teachers are in 
the process of creating and recreating their belief in    meritocracy at an enhanced level.  
This is the case since meritocracy is now  broadened from the previous focus on academic 
ability based solely on  student’s  academic achievements  in examinations  to a holistic 
focus on  the   other  talents  and abilities of  students.  Also, as teachers adjust in gaining   
knowledge, practice and comfort in using the new strategies and ways of  teaching to and  
testing the other abilities and talents, they are reproducing their belief in meritocracy at an 
enhanced level.  This is in conjunction with their adjustment to other changes which 
reinforce the practice of meritocracy in this broadened sense. One of these changes refer 
to the School Excellence Model (SEM)  which appraises schools holistically not only for 
academic abilities but also for abilities in  sports, aesthetics (art and music) as outlined  in 
the Masterplan of Awards. The other refers to  the    Enhanced Performance Management 
System  (EPMS)  in which  holistic  teaching practices that  develop the different abilities 
of children  constitute an area  for  teachers to be  evaluated. Thus as teachers adjust to 
these changes in the school   environment, they would likely over time develop their 
belief in meritocracy at an enhanced level.    
     
However, the  focus on examinations is still strong although forms of assessment in  these  
such as the PSLE exam have been modified to assess according to the new focus on 
thinking skills as well as oral, listening and comprehension skills  for English and the 
Mother Tongue Languages (MTLs).    #21 expresses her concern that children having 
gone through the SEED-EL in their first two primary schools years will have to adjust to 
the regimen of examinations and large classroom size in the upper years, noting the 
                                                                                                                                                                                        
year  to further raise the quality and outreach of  their school-based programs.   This grant  is  to assist 
schools  to  develop their niche areas  in which they could hire extra  staff or instructors, train teachers in 
the niche area and develop  minor infrastructural supports (Ministry of Education:  2005). 
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incompatibility with what they’ve learned in SEED-EL with the examination  system.  
The state is unlikely to phase out PSLE and given this,  teachers still    work under the 
constraints of preparing for examinations and delivering programs that recognize the 
different  abilities of children at the same time.    
 
Although teachers believe in holistic meritocracy,  they have some reservation    about the 
State’s approach to ability-driven education, particularly the competition engendered 
between schools: 
 
the competition is very high, maybe because the schools I’m in are better…  
everywhere always this emphasis on what achievement in result, competition in 
CCA  because of  the  awards.131 
 
 
#25 suggests that this  competition is also high in government schools and it  bothers her.  
Now retired, she  declines to accept the offer of a principal for her to join her school to 
help develop the art program in the hope of   developing  it as a niche area  towards 
qualification for awards.    
 




resources are given to the talented, what about the average Joe? So sad, always 
the elite and the nonperforming is given resources and it’s the in-between  that 
slips the system.  It’s like the best become best, better don’t become best, and 
the worse become better, like those that are neither fantastic or weak in 
language.         
 
                                                 
131The awards under SEM are  mentioned on page 280-281.    
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She also noted the situation of special needs kids who are ignored and not even in the 
national educational system.  #25 makes the same point but also  includes the children in 
the Learning Support Program (LSP) who after primary one and two,  are  left without 
further educational support.     
 
Thus teachers, in response to the changes in their work situation created by changes 
towards ability-driven education developed  their belief in meritocracy at an enhanced 
level.  However it seems that their belief in the   equality of opportunity aspect of 
meritocracy in which there is now opportunity for students to develop talents that were 
not supported in the previous period is intensified.  And although believing in the aspect 
of meritocracy  focusing on individual ability and effort to achieve, they are wary should 
this focus on excellence and competition  in the developing of talent and abilities of 
students neglect other categories of students requiring assistance.   
 
In summary,  I have argued  that teachers  in response to the changed situation of state 
policy in promoting ability-based education are creating and recreating  their belief in 
meritocracy at an enhanced level. The state’s promotion of  ability-driven education  
resonates with teachers’ feeling and beliefs that students differ in ability and talent.  As 
teachers achieve competency in the strategies and  different forms of assessment,  this  
feeling they have will  further develop their  belief in meritocracy at an  enhanced level. 
This belief is strengthened from the previous period since the recognition of ability was 
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Enhanced Qualified Acceptance of Educational Authority 
  
By the end of 1996, teachers had consolidated a culture/habitus of qualified   acceptance 
of PAP’s  educational  authority in their responses to the changing  authority situations 
faced during the industrial period.  This element of teacher culture continued into the 
post-industrial period and  became further enhanced or stronger as teachers’ responded to 
the altered authority situations in schools.   
 
The change in state policy which changed  the  authority situation in which teachers 
worked is related to the State’s promotion of collaboration and   partnership  in all areas 
of society  including in schools as promoted by  the  Singapore 21 Committee. Thus in the 
late 1990s, “leadership started moving    gradually to be more consultative”(#11). As #29 
notes, in Ministry of Education  (MOE)  talks and conferences: 
 
MOE officials stressed to all teachers at the bottom to voice their opinion  and 
not just to get information. Everyone has the right to speak up….Also 
principals were advised to open their door to all staff and principals were  
themselves  encouraged in meetings with superintendents to open up.     
 
 
Subsequently by 2000, primary school principals were delegated more authority by MOE  
in the management of  their  schools.  These include  the planning and development of 
curriculum, some discretion in the hiring of teachers and the use of financial resources. 




                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
338
As  #25 notes,  there were many workshops  in 2000  on  teamwork: 
 
Which basically involved a retreat to show us how  teamwork plays an  
important part in our planning and not necessarily  only  in teaching, but in 
everything.  It   gave us a good idea of why teamwork was necessary to be 
successful in planning and we were to  bring this to  the  school and bear in 
mind to work as a  team to make a success. 
  
    
 
Thus teachers participated in curriculum planning and development; in  organizational 
planning and appraisal through the School Excellence Model (SEM); and in their own 
professional review in the Enhanced Performance Management System (EPMS). In 
responding to these areas of changes, teachers created and recreated their qualified 
acceptance of educational    authority at an enhanced level.   I discuss these three changes 
separately.   
    
 
Responding to Participation in School-Based Curriculum Planning and Development   
 
 
The top-down  process of curriculum planning and development  with little input from 
teachers in the industrial period has been  noted. In this post-industrial  period,  MOE 
provided the syllabus  and  the Desired  Outcomes of   Education  but no longer provided 
the CDIS132 materials that had been  used by all schools in the earlier period. Thus, 
schools were now to plan and develop their own curriculum and source for their own 
textbooks and other  teaching materials  with the  active  participation of  all  teachers.133  
                                                 
132
 MOE’s Curriculum Development Institute of Singapore (CDIS) is now called the Curriculum Planning 
and Development Division (CPDD). Since 2001, textbook writing and publication have  been privatized.     
133
 However, they still had to submit their lesson plans for the week ahead of time. For some schools, this 
was done on-line.   
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#25 describes how the teachers in the various grade levels  in her school  came up with 
the program for mathematics,  English, and science subjects which had previously been 
planned by the school management  and  passed down to teachers in a top-down manner.   
As she notes,  currently: 
 
although the HOD is overall in charge,  the HOD  tried not to push her idea.    
She  may suggest an idea to the  Level Head who would  then come down to 
teachers with it  but it was not really like push the thing down to us teachers.    
The HOD worked with the Level Head at the six different levels from Primary 
One to Primary Six so, eventually, out of this would be all the syllabus for the 
whole level that had been planned by the Level Head and the  teachers. 
 
 As she tells: 
 
We planned what we  wanted  to do for the pupils of the whole level. What we 
planned,  we carried out for the whole year.  This made us feel that we had a 
say in how to go about teaching our kids…. We  felt a   sense of satisfaction… 
when it come to working on this plan, if we found difficulties, we would find 
the reason and put it as weakness for that category and do a  review to see why 
it was  unsuitable and we would work on it.    
 
 
#11    notes that  now:      
 
Teachers can even decide on programs. For example, we can decide on    whether 
we want to do a particular English activity. Also for  Racial Harmony  Day, what is 
to be done would be up to the teachers, whereas  five years ago,  schools would 
have a committee to  plan what the teachers were to do.    
 
#29 also relates  that teachers were expected to speak up in meetings related to   core 
subject such as English, Math, and Science meetings.       
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As  #11 notes, this  change was “quite a transition”  since: 
 
All along teaching had been top-down. Teachers  are afraid to make decisions.     
Now teachers are involved in decision making, deciding  about curriculum. 
Before the  HOD  made the  decision and if it did not turn out right,  they don’t 
have to face it. Now its different.     
  
 
Thus, it may be noted that this deferring to authority in curriculum planning had been 
entrenched in teacher habitus in the previous period  as a disposition  not to speak up and 
to allow others to make decisions for them.  Thus, the   changing expectation for teachers 
to plan curriculum collectively requiring  them to speak up  created a level of discomfort 
among teachers not used to it.  
 
However,  as  teachers  collaborated  in  curriculum planning,  they  learned to be speak 
up -  deliberating, questioning and criticizing among themselves and their superiors and 
became  more comfortable  in expressing their opinions  (#29,#25).   As a result of this 
process of adjustment, an outcome would be that teachers are more likely to express their 
concerns and unhappiness to educational authorities as compared to the previous period 
when they would remain silent or grumbled among themselves. Thus, I argue that 
teachers reproduce  their qualified acceptance of authority  at an enhanced level in this 
post-industrial period.       





                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          




Responding to the School Excellence Model (SEM)  
 
In their responses to SEM, the self-appraisal exercise for all schools, teachers also  
developed  their qualified acceptance of authority more strongly.   
 
In SEM,  teachers  were  involved  with management  including the principals,  Heads of 
Department  and lower level management in strategic planning for the school as they 
collectively developed the school’s vision and mission statements. Also, they involved  in 
research which required  collaboration and interacting with the relevant  Head of 
Department and other management   personnel.   As teachers described the SEM process, 
the  HOD would take a criteria  from the  nine available  and work  together with a group 
of teachers on that one criteria.  The group had to do  research  relevant to the criteria  and  
determine  where the  school stood in the criteria.  #29  tells that as HOD,  he took on the 
results part of the criteria and his group of  seven  teachers  would then divide the criteria 
into the different  subcategories for each one  to work on.  They would then  come 
together later  to pool their  findings and  do a report.   They will then present their 
criteria in a big meeting,  after which the    final report would be  written and submitted. 
 
Collaboration in SEM involved discussion among teachers and the relevant management 
personnel involved in their particular criteria.  While doing this,    teachers also realized 
that if they didn’t speak up in SEM, something else might be implemented  (#29).  Thus, 
through SEM  teachers  become  more   open  (#3) and more “vocal.”    As  #11 notes, 
teachers are now at the point where they are  “no longer afraid of management” and they 
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see that they have “the right to speak up.”  Given this, I argue that the teacher’s 
acceptance of authority is more qualified.   
 
Responding to  Enhanced Performance Management Review (EPMS)  
 
Teachers in responses to EPMS reproduced their qualified acceptance of authority at an 
enhanced level.  The   consultative way  in which  #21 and her Reporting Officer 
conducted her professional review has been described earlier. This was also highlighted 
by #25 who notes  about the  EPMS process: 
 
We would actually discuss problems we faced  in teaching and carrying out 
activities… .In the discussions, we could better see and learn from the HOD,  
Level Head,  or  Reporting Officer. You come to understand more, come to 
agree,  it’s not accepting without bothering like before…but this is real 
feedback from both parties so in  this discussion  there is a mutual exchange of 
ideas.     
 
 
Thus, as #25 notes with this kind of increased consultation,  teachers tend “to be more 
open in speaking up, criticizing with the consultations.” Thus, as a consequence of these 
processes, she “would think there’s more qualified acceptance of educational  authority  
as teachers also learn to think on their own  and raise questions  whereas before  we just 
accepted.”        
       
As an outcome, therefore, of their participation in curriculum planning, SEM, and EPMS,  
teachers are developing their belief in “shared”  authority,  in their right to speak up and 
to participate.  #29 notes that by 2006, this was generally accepted among teachers 
although some were more inclined, the young perhaps more so than the seniour teachers.  
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This  difference he attributes to  more opportunities  and expectations  to speak up that  
new teachers who had recently  joined  the  teaching service  had  received  through their 
training in tertiary institutions.  Thus  teachers are more  qualified  in their  acceptance of 
educational  authority since they  are now   more vocal.      
 
However,  as noted by many teachers, for example  #33 and   #21, EPMS  was not a 
totally transparent process since teachers would not  know how they were evaluated by 
the HOD.  Teachers continued to have reservations about speaking up to principals for 
fear of receiving a low grade in their  professional review (#29).    
 
Thus although the acceptance of authority is more qualified, teachers still accept the 
authority of the principal.  As #37 notes:  
 
whatever new system, the boss calls for, I adopt  it.  To a certain extent, I am a  
small fry, I will respect authority.  I am not up there, I  have to respect whether 
I agree with the decision or not….though to a certain extent I will complain.   
 
 
She goes on to relate an incident with the principal in which she was unhappy  that she 
had been  transferred to the afternoon session rather than  back to the morning session to 
the same classes she had taught before she left for      maternity leave.  She voiced her 
unhappiness to the principal, saying: 
 
you’re the  principal but I’m unhappy, I would like to spend the end of the  
year with my kids….I don’t like the system, like the way you arrange. I’m 
unhappy but still respect you as principal, I will go for the afternoon session.     
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Subsequently  the principal tells her:  
 
I’m o.k. with what you said to me but  next time, if your go  to another school  
don’t be like this.  I can take this but  I tell you certain principals can’t, you    
have to be careful.   
   
 
Thus, one can see that some principals are not necessarily accepting of challenges to their 
authority,  perhaps even  #37’s  principal.   
 
As  #21  notes:       
 
I think its still very much top-down authority…. In 2006, I still feel it.  As a 
teacher, whatever MOE, the principal say, we   have to do it.  Of  course there 
is feedback but we  still have to do it,   I do not feel empowered. 
 
Given this and as  a consequence,  #21 notes “my  acceptance of authority is qualified.”     
   
 
In summary, I have argued that in this current transition to post-industrial society, 
teachers are developing an acceptance of educational authority that is more qualified as a 
consequence of state policies via MOE directives and school rules and regulations that 
create the expectation that teachers  actively participate and speak up in  many areas of 
their work  in curriculum planning and development,  in the SEM school appraisal and the 
EPMS teacher review.   Teachers apparently are developing a level of comfort with 
expressing themselves and therefore over time may be more likely to express unhappiness 
to educational authorities  rather than grumbling and keeping silent as before. Though 
teachers are more qualified in their acceptance of educational  authority, the situation they 
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face is that they are still evaluated  and judged by their superiors.  As  #29  notes “from 
1997, there were higher expectations of  principals who were expected to monitor the 
staff closer because of ranking and EPSM.”   Thus, teachers continued to accept  





In this chapter,  I have  presented  the  social processes by which  teachers are continuing 
to create and recreate  the five core aspects of their culture/habitus at an enhanced level in 
this post-industrial period.  This was seen to  involve two  inter-related  social processes, 
the first in which the teachers work situation was created by state policy via MOE and 
schools. The second process  involves two considerations,  one in which a core element of 
teacher  culture was institutionalized as part of the teacher cultural field,  and the other in 
which this same element  as inscribed and naturalized at an  enhanced level  in the teacher  
habitus.    
 
Thus, I began with the macro-institutional process by examining the multi-site, multi-
level processes that create the changing immediate situation in which teachers worked. 
This has to do with the problematic situation/contingencies of increasing global 
competition that the state constructed as facing Singaporeans. The state using its 
metapower  responded   with policies that changed aspects of  the its  cultural field to 
focus on values and  skills related to  building a  knowledge-based economy and via MOE  
to create directives, altered procedures, rules and regulations which were  expected of 
schools to follow. Schools in response aligned aspects of its cultural field according to 
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MOE directives.  Thus, this multi-level process from state to MOE to schools created the 
general context and the specific    change, linguistic, ethno-cultural, access to education, 
and authority situations  to which teachers responded to create and recreated the five core 
elements at an enhanced level. 
 
In the second social process at the action/interactional level, teachers are creating the five 
core elements  in the cultural field and in their habitus at an enhanced level as they 
respond to the specific situations created by the state which created the relevant element 
of culture.  I discuss by way of summary  for  each element of teacher culture the social 
processes by which they created each of the 5 core elements of their culture at an 
enhanced level.      
 
With regard to the  teachers’ disposition to be qualified in their openness to educational 
change, this element of teacher culture involved a social process in which the state via 
MOE and schools created the change situation teachers faced. The state introduced a  
plethora of  successive changes  associated with   Thinking School,Learning Nation 
initiatives (TSLN):  changes  in pedagogy, curriculum, and assessment;  in school  
organization and administration such as SEM;  and in teacher assessment (EPMS).    
 
As teachers responded, they involved themselves in social processes which included 
complying with the changes. However, for every specific change they implemented, 
teachers’ responses were qualified by resistance. But in the doing, through trial and error, 
consulting each other, and finding many of these changes not useful in terms of 
convenience or gratification, teachers    developed their qualified acceptance of change at 
an enhanced level. Thus, on changes in pedagogy, curriculum and teaching method,  
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Thinking Skills were viewed particularly by older teachers as an area in which they 
already knew and practiced; project work was viewed as difficult for younger children;  
National Education as propaganda by the younger teachers; and IT training as inadequate 
with little  time to absorb the new knowledge. On changes in the   administration of 
schools, SEM was interpreted as a waste of time, and       teacher evaluation (EPMS)  as 
irrelevant, though  the younger teachers came to be more accepting.  Thus, for  most of  
the plethora of  changes  implement teachers were generally resistant. Given this, and the 
fact that teachers feel inundated by changes in this period,  I  suggest  that  teachers are 
developing their openness to educational  change at a more qualified  level.    
 
However,  changes  in the change situation also require an adjustment of the habitus  
through process which  inscribed  the qualified acceptance of change at an enhanced 
level.  The resistant and  discomfort with many of the changes   can be explained by the 
habitus which had earlier naturalized certain  pedagogical, curricular, assessment, school 
organizational, and teacher evaluation approaches and this discomfort is also being 
expressed in a more qualified acceptance of change in the  teacher habitus.  
 
With regard to teachers’ creating their appreciation of bilingual multilingualism at an 
enhanced level,  this  involved a social process in which the state via MOE and schools 
created the linguistic situation characterized by a heightened sense of the importance of  
oral language proficiency in English and  Mother tongues; the requirement that all 
teachers take English grammar as part of the Speak Good English Movement initiative; 
and the  implementation of  changes in Mother Tongue Language policies as part of 
continuing changes associated with TSLN.         
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Thus teachers  involved themselves  in the social processes of  implementing  the 
changes. They stressed the use of good English in their English lessons and  became  
vigilant about the use of Singlish amongst themselves and the children.  Mother Tongue 
teachers implemented  pedagogical changes in the language they taught, and finding that 
student’s learned less and were not learning to write raised concern about declining 
standard of the Mother Tongue language.  Also teachers  highlight  the  importance of 
Mother Tongue in their teaching,  pointing to its importance in the knowledge based 
economy  and  emphasizing to students  the importance of knowing their mother tongue 
for business purposes, more so when the Mother Tongue languages  now have  enhanced 
economic value.  As a result of these actions/interactions, teachers as an  outcome are  
creating  and recreating their belief in multilingualism at an enhanced level in the teacher 
cultural field and in their habitus.     
 
With regard to teachers’ belief in racial harmony at an enhanced level, this involved a 
social process in which the state via MOE and schools created an ethno-cultural situation 
marked by a  heightened sense of importance of  racial harmony with the requirement for 
teachers to integrate National Education into their teaching and stressing the importance 
of ethnocultural and religious harmony in light of international terrorism.   
 
As teachers responded, they involved themselves in a social process in    which they 
viewed NE videos;  integrated National Education into their   lessons; did presentations 
on national education; and became more vigilant about the possibility of cultural 
misunderstanding and racial/religious  conflicts.  As a consequence arising out of this 
social  process, teachers are   creating and recreating  their belief in racial harmony at an 
enhanced level in the teacher cultural field and in  their habitus.   
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With regard to  teachers’ creating  their  belief in meritocracy at an enhanced level, this  
involved a social process in which  the state via MOE and schools created changes in the 
access to education situation. This involved the  state  expanding the previous focus on 
meritocracy of academic achievement to include other talents/abilities important for 
developing a knowledge base economy.    
 
As teachers responded, they involved themselves in attending workshops to learn about 
the multiple intelligences and incorporating relevant ideas in their teaching; in conducting 
CCA activities to identify the student talent and prepare for competitions. Through such 
social processes, teachers developed their belief in meritocracy at an enhanced level in the 
teacher cultural field and in their habitus.  Teachers, however, appear to be  more focused 
on the equal opportunity aspect of meritocracy and decry the competition to gain school 
awards, that can leave out groups of student, “the not so good and the average. 
 
On the teachers’ disposition to be more qualified in their acceptance  of  educational 
authority, this involved a social process in which the state via MOE and schools created 
the authority situation which focused on   developing schools as  learning organizations 
with the concomitant  stress on  teacher  collaboration in developing school-based 
curriculum and  in SEM and EPMS.      
 
In response, teachers learned to speak up, expressed their opinion, made  decisions as 
they developed curriculum collaboratively, did research about their school in SEM and  
promoted their achievements in EPMS. As a consequence, I suggest that teachers as a 
result of this kind of social conditioning are creating and recreating their acceptance of 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          
    
  
350
educational authority,  at an enhanced level. However, teachers continue to defer to the 
authority and hierarchy of the school and see that as part of job.   
  
Thus, as in Chapter Five, I note that the five  key elements of teacher culture form a 
interconnected network which act in synergy and at times in contradiction with each 
other.  The appreciation of multilingualism, belief in meritocracy  and racial harmony at 
an enhanced level in this period   continue  to reciprocally support each other. Also, the 
acceptance of educational   authority although  more  qualified  is still  towards the side of  
consensus  to educational authority. This has facilitated teachers “openness” to the  
“torrent” of  educational  change  in which although  qualified in their consent, teachers  
nevertheless complied with  MOE expectations with varying degrees of effort and 
enthusiasm.   
 
The consequences of these changes and continuity in the five elements of teacher culture 
is that teachers are producing and reproducing the kind of society that the state envisions. 
Teachers, however,  will  not merely reproduce  the  principles in  the state field,  but in 
the conduct of their work activities in daily life, produce and reproduce their appreciation 
of multilingualism, belief in racial harmony, and belief in meritocracy at an enhanced 
level for themselves as a group in the teacher cultural field and in the teacher habitus.   
  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          






My data has revealed that Shibutani, Hall, and Bourdieu’s  ideas are useful in   directing 
this study of  change and continuity in the culture of Singapore’s primary school teachers 
from 1959-2006.  In this thesis, I sought to  address the three research  questions  with 
regard to factors  in changes and continuity in  teacher culture; the processes by which 
this occurs (i.e., how these factors work in relationship to each other); and the 
consequences for society in terms of these  changes and continuities in teacher culture. 
The response to these three research questions in this  study of the specific case of 
Singapore  was able to shed light on the conundrum noted in the Literature Review on 
Chapter Three of how it is that the teachers socially and culturally reproduce  the values 
of  society.    
          
Specifically, I have found Shibutani’s formulations useful in conceptualizing   the social 
process by which Singapore’s primary school teachers emerged and developed  their 
culture.  This is premised foremost  on his view of culture as a product of a  social   
group’s responses  in social action/interaction/collective adaptation  to particular 
circumstances faced.  Central to the conceptualizing  of this  social  process is Shibutani’s 
concept of problematic situations which  signal that the  previous ways of doing things 
and thinking that had proved “successful”  in the past  are no longer workable and the 
social group affected becomes necessarily engaged in a search for alternative cultural 
solutions.  This search initiates collective adaptations that involve the group in   
action/interaction with others to deliberate, negotiate and test solutions, to accommodate 
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despite  discomfort and  resistance.   In  the process, novel or    modified ways of doing 
things and thinking emerge,  prove to have utility, as gratifying (emotionally and 
cognitively) and expedient, become accepted and  repeated  daily, and over time  
established objectively as  a element of  culture  in  the teachers’ cultural field.   
 
Also I have used Peter Hall’s view of the state to develop Shibutani’s  formulation of  
social process in which the state is involved in a social process which creates the context  
of teachers’ work.  The state is conceived as a multi-level and multi-site entity that exists 
across time and space and “a structure of metapower,”  with metapower defined as the 
ability “to create and control distal social conditions and situations (Hall: 1997, 397).  
Hall notes that this   structure of metapower is dependent on the state’s “construction and 
command  of a formal division of labour, channels of communication and the hierarchy of 
authority by strategic management.”  Within this construction and command of  a  
hierarchy, the state  (Hall: 1997, 407-415)  uses five strategies  of metapower to create 
and control  distal social conditions and situations.  These include creating  and sustaining  
strategic agencies; setting rules and conventions; structuring situations, relationships and 
activities; culturalizing  (constituting intentions and language); and  delegation.134    
 
Integrating Hall’s work with Shibutani, I note  that the  particular circumstances teachers 
faced were created through a multi-level and multi-site process beginning with the 
Singapore state’s responses to problematic situations or particular circumstances facing 
Singapore society as a whole.  In response, the state comes up with intentions, principles 
or skeletal legislation which it assigns to strategic agencies to set rules and conventions  
(a form of metapower). Thus, a strategic agency for example, such as the Ministry of 
                                                 
134
 See page  31-32 for an elaboration of the five processes and practices of metapower.    
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Education  would  define and  elaborate program purpose and  content and  establish 
mandatory directives and procedures. As noted  strategic agencies, through the work of 
state leaders are disciplined to act as  “authoritative relays” of their  intentions and have  
“a critical and automatic place that leads to the creation of social conditions and relations 
with other agencies” (Hall: 1997).  These other agencies  refer  to lower level agencies  
such as schools  which  can  constitute an extension of this “authoritative relay” which in 
turn align its rules and regulations to MOE directives and procedures. Thus, the particular 
circumstances  that teachers  face  is created by this multi-level and multi-site process via 
MOE directives and school rules and regulations through the metapower processes and 
practices of the state.  
 
I have also found Bourdieu’s notion of culture as habitus as dispositions to  think and 
behave in a certain way, its content including dispositions, culture, needs, desires, and 
tastes useful. This expands Shibutani’s definition of the contents of culture as constituted 
of values, beliefs, strategies, axioms, and   norms.  Also, Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus 
and field adds to Shibutani’s understanding of subjective processes that occur in cultural 
formation. As noted, Shibutani articulates this  as the  result of processes in response to 
problematic situations faced (at different levels) in which in social group’s  (whatever  
sized)   solutions, when proved to be of   utility in terms of reward and expediency is 
repeated  time and time again, to become, over time  institutionalized/objectified as 
element of teacher culture. Shibutani’s understanding of this process is mainly cognitive 
although he does not ignore the emotional. Bourdieu’s formulation of habitus and field is 
able to elaborate  on the subjective processes (conscious and unconscious) in which 
culture is naturalized in the mind involving a process of subjectification, which is 
intimately linked with the process of objectification.   
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Central to the notion of habitus is Bordieu’s understanding that when the habitus is  
formed by an  individual’s cultural trajectory or a social group’s collective cultural 
trajectory, its contents become naturalized. This is accomplished through cognitive and 
bodily process which inscribed a particular network of culture in the habitus  and act to 
predispose an individual or collective group to act in ways to reflect its contents, thus 
reproducing specific aspects of  culture. Thus in this way,  the  teacher  habitus is an   
important factor in the  continuity of teacher culture in that once the teacher habitus is 
formed through social conditioning, whether in family, community, peer, or school 
socialization, these  cultural structures of the past shape present responses, as constraints 
or as resources to facilitate responses to  changing realities.  This we see in instances in 
which cultural  persists  even when conditions which gave rise to them have withered 
away; the resistance to changes in state field is due to the teacher habitus.   
 
Using Bourdeau, one can explain the resistant and discomfort with which teachers 
respond to changes in their work situation, since they arouse the habitus, which feels most 
comfortable when its cultural contents are naturalized.    Thus, combining Bourdieu and 
Shibutani, one is able to show  that the  elements of teacher culture emerged in action and 
interaction,  when proven of utility and accepted as Shibutani noted are integrated into the 
habitus through a process of embodiment and  social conditioning which naturalize the 
particular element of   teacher culture, and  develop  it  as part of   the bodily hexis.    
 
Also  combining  Bourdieu  and  Hall,  I  note that Bourdieu’s formulation of the state in 
relation to habitus is useful as an elaboration of teacher cultural  continuity as well.  As 
Bourdieu notes the state is able to create the habitus, through the power it holds  and its 
ability to  lay claims to represent the people through victory at the ballot box.  In noting 
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the  paradox that people seem to accept state policies  without question,  Bourdieu would  
explain this  in terms of the  naturalizing logic  of the   habitus  to predispose people to be 
quiescent unless there is a situation of crisis.   Hall, however, is  inclined to give more   
play to the interpretation of  meanings and negotiations  in state actions while Bourdieu 
conceptualizes the state in more structural terms (without denying the role of practice) in 
which structures have a certain facticity and obdurateness.     
 
My data reveal that these five core elements of the culture of Singapore’s primary 
teachers constitute an inter-connected network which operate to mutually reinforce  each 
other but also  in contradiction. Thus, I’ve noted how the element of qualified acceptance 
of authority, weighted to the acceptance of authority pole, predisposes teachers to comply 
and thus facilitate creating the kind of changes the state desires. Thus, in this way 
multilingualism, multiracialism, and meritocracy which are  fundamental principles 
forming the state’s vision for economic development and nation-building,  have created a 
response in teachers which produced these elements for themselves, because of their  
consent to educational authority,  though qualified,  have predisposed teachers  to  
comply.  I  also  note instances where the  contradictory pulls of teacher beliefs, as in the 
situation when teacher (regardless of whether Chinese, Malay, or Indian)  is predisposed 
to act out her belief in meritocracy  by trying to help all students to learn and yet find 
herself facing parental  accusations of racism. However, in negotiating issues such as this, 
the contradiction as it is played out in some individual incidents   allows the space for 
both the belief in racial harmony and meritocracy to be produced and reproduced.  
 
My data reveal that the  synthesis of the three theorists which is  built upon the  symbolic 
interactionist of Shibutani’s  emphasis on culture as social process;  Hall’s notion of the 
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state as a structure of metapower; and Bourdieu’s  concept of  habitus and  field  is able to  
deal  with the three  questions in this study in a satisfactory manner and provide an 
answer to the conundrum noted.   
 
 
Research Question 1   
 
On the first question of the factors in change and continuity in the culture of a social 
group such as teachers,  my data reveal the  central importance to the  role of the state in 
the formation and transformation of teacher culture. This also recognizes that the  state is  
itself subject to important contextual constraints and opportunities at the macro level 
(these are condensed in Shibutani’s notion of   problematic situations  faced by the  
nation),  and  is itself  agentic in that it  uses its  metapower, to create conditions for MOE 
and schools to  shape teachers’ work situation with respect to a vision.  Another factor is 
the  central importance of  teacher   agency.  This human agency is, however, mediated by 
a subjectivity in which the  habitus predisposes an  individual to act in certain ways to 
reproduce the culture and values that have been formed from the individual or group’s  
past cultural trajectory and thus act to reproduce the culture of a social group thereby act 
as accounting for cultural continuity.  It is in the response of the  habitus to  the  state’s 
changing cultural field that an individual or social group  may experience discomfort. But 
the habitus also   provide the cultural dispositions that can facilitate the teachers’ response 
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Research Question 2 
 
On the second question on the how or the social process by which teacher cultural change 
and continuity happens, chapters Five and Six have been devoted to examining these 
processes. This process may be described as involving the interaction between state and 
teacher agency.  The  first process  highlights the role of the state as  a multi-site, 
multilevel process in which  it  uses its metapower via MOE  to create the cultural 
situation of school via MOE.  The second process involves the dialectic of the 
objectification and subjectification of teacher culture. In objectification, the  particular 
element of culture when  proven of utility,  rewarding and  expedient, is repeated over and 
over again to become institutionalized/objectified in the teachers’ cultural field to shape 
behavior. In subjectification, through the  same conditioning of utility considerations 
involving expediency and reward, the element of culture is inscribed and naturalized in 
the teachers’ habitus and acts as a force of continuity.    
 
Thus in this inter-related process of objectification and subjectification,   teachers   
produced  and reproduced  their qualified openness to educational   change;  appreciation 
of   multilingualism; belief in racial harmony; belief in   meritocracy; qualified  consent to 
educational  authority for themselves.  In doing so,   teachers in this period  from 1959-
2006 created   a teacher cultural field  characterized by the five elements  emerged in the 
early period from 1959-1979, and  developed into axioms by the 1979-1996 period  and 
in 1997-2006 being reproduced at an enhanced level. This development is also 
concomitant with the transformation of the collective teacher and individual  habitus, in 
which these five elements formed and developed as important aspects of their subjectivity 
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to assume a naturalness, both conscious and unconscious  that shaped  dispositions  to act 
on that belief.   
 
 
Research Question #3  
 
On the third question on the consequences of changes and continuity in teacher culture  
through the   period of 1959-2006,  I note that the consequence is that teachers culturally 
produce and reproduce society despite their resistance. Teachers do not merely reproduce 
the values of society, but produce and reproduce it  in their daily actions/interactions in 
schools.  As Shibutani notes, the response to changes in life conditions involve the 
participation of all members of society including teachers.  
 
 Thus, the answer to the research questions provided by this empirical study   provide  an 
answer to the  conundrum of how it is that  teachers culturally and socially reproduce as 
noted in the literature.  Teachers produce and reproduce it through their own agency in 
response to situations created by the state towards changing visions  of nation-building 
and economic development.       
 
I now go on go to discuss what I think are the theoretical,  ubstantive, and methodological 
contributions of this thesis.    
 
In terms of theoretical contribution, I note  that the  symbolic interactionist   approach is 
able to conceptualize change and continuity in a social group     more consistently than 
the conflict  approaches  of  Marx, Weber and theorists informed by them, with some 
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exceptions.  This is the case for various reasons which include their  lack of focus on  
social process/agency and/or adequate theorizing of the macro-micro link. The structural 
interactionist approach because of its focus on social process informed by active living 
people in action/interaction has the flexibility to integrate macro and historical 
considerations  as I’ve noted  with  regard to  Shibutani and Hall’s symbolic interactionist 
approach.  
 
Theoretically, I’ve  presented a reasonable  approach to  studying  the changes and 
continuity in the culture of a social group. This approach builds on  Shibutani’s theory of 
social process  and culture, in which a social group adapts to particular circumstances 
faced and in so doing create culture as a  product.  To this, I  integrated  Peter Hall’s  
formulations on the  state which  through the mechanism of metapower  create the 
situation to which teachers  respond  and in so doing create the  changes and continuity in 
their culture   through the historical period of the study. In addition,  I integrate  
Bourdieu’s  notion  of habitus  to  explain the  cultural  continuity in which the  contents 
of  habitus  are  naturalized  as predispositions to act  thereby acting as a  factor to resist 
changes and/or  to facilitate adjustments to be made.  I  note, therefore,  that this synthesis  
constitutes a  theoretical contribution of this thesis.      
 
Substantively, I have presented a social history of the development of the  culture of 
Singapore’s primary school teachers. This is a substantive contribution in that there has 
been no work done in a systematic manner and from a historical perspective on the topic.  
Thus, this study contributes to knowledge about how Singaporean primary school 
teachers actively created and recreated their culture in response to state constraints and 
opportunities. Also, it  provides an account from below,  grounded in teachers’ 
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experiences and voice to illustrate how Singapore’s primary school  teachers actively 
participate in the formation of their culture.  
 
Methodologically, although the practice of  in-depth interviewing is not new, my research 
placed strong emphasis on active engagement and developing rapport with teachers. It 
also placed a strong focus on the continuous validation by teachers of emerging 
hypothesis, in the early period with person-to-person interviews and later  to  telephone 
interviews  which were ongoing up to the final writing of the thesis.      
 
In terms of the broader policy and practical implications of the study:  
  
-  the need to recognize the importance of the  teacher cultural field with its beliefs, 
values, norms, strategies, predispositions, needs, tastes, desires  as  mediating between 
state  policies and their implementation. This mediating factor of teacher culture can lead 
to consequences other than expected by  MOE administrators.  
 
-  the need to recognize the effect of the teacher habitus as subjective structure and 
processes that can resist or accommodate a particular state innovation  depending on the 
individual and collective cultural trajectory of teachers and its resonance with the new 
cultural forms proposed by the state.  
 
- the need to recognize that for teachers in the case of Singapore, acceptance of a 
particular policy takes time, and although initially resistant, teachers   generally will 
comply. However, to move beyond reluctant compliance to   whole-hearted  acceptability  
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as standard  practice  will happen  if it  can be    shown  that a particular policy change is 
of  utility, expedient, and  gratifying (such as the  satisfaction of  helping   children learn).   
 
- the usefulness of teachers  telling their stories with beneficial  consequences for  
improving teacher practice .  
 
 
In terms of areas for further research and areas to extend thesis, I note the following:  
 
- identify other elements of teacher culture formed and developed  aside from the five 
elements noted in this thesis for the historical period  from 1959-2006.   Once identified,  
whether and how  these elements integrate with the five as an inter-related network which 
can work in synergy and  contradiction with each other, yet also able to provide the pace 
to resolve or not resolve contradictions  in a way that reproduces the relevant elements of 
culture.  
 
- interview teachers retired earlier to study teachers’ role in the creation and recreation of 
their culture in the period of transition from colonialism to independence and  in the 
colonial period.  This may involve the use of  relevant oral histories collected by the 
Singapore National  Library as well as interviews with  elderly,  retired teachers.   
 
- apply the thesis’ synthetic approach to the study of culture to other social groups in the 
educational field, such as students, parents, school  management (principals and  Heads of 
Departments),  and  even  school support services.   
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Date:   
Place: 
 
I. Biographical Particulars   
 
Name: 
Sex:   
Age:  
Marital Status:  
Number of children:  
Race/Ethnicity 
Nationality:  
Language:    
Religion:  
Education:  university,  secondary, primary schools attended 
Occupation (Official Title): 
 
II. Familial Details: 
 
Present 
Family form:   
Family members 
   Adults: occupation, race/ethnicity, ethnicity, religion, culture 
   Children: age,  schools attended/attending 
 
Family Background 
     Mother: occupation,  race/ethnicity, religion, culture   
     Father:         “                 “                   “   
     Brothers:    “                  “                   “ 
     Sisters:       “                  “                   “ 
 
III. Professional Career 
 
A. Number of years in teaching field:     
     From  __________  to   ___________ 
     Time taken off from teaching _______.  If yes, why?  
B. Why did you enter teaching? Are you still in teaching for the same reasons? Have your 
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III. Teacher Training  
   
                                        Tell about your formal training as teacher  
1. Name of Institution; number of years attended; subjects taken;  
practicum?; Qualification(s) attained. 
2. What were the  teacher trainers like?  
3. Did you find the training  useful?  
4. Qualification achieved 
. 
 
           IV.Teaching and Learning 
 
1. What is your view of how kids learn?  Does your view come from 
experience in the classroom, professional training or reading?  How 
does this affect your teaching? Are you able to put this view into good 
practice. 
2. Describe how you usually organize your classroom day. Has it 
changed through the years? 
3. What do you think is the role of the teacher?   What is the heart of your 
work with kids?  
4. Through your years, what is your greatest source of stress? 
5. Through the years, what are you most proud in your work. 
 
 
        V. Curriculum 
  
 
1. How do you define curriculum? 
2. What were  the curriculum changes that spanned your teaching career – in English, 
math, science, and other subjects.   Did you think they were necessary?  How did 
you respond to these curriculum changes? 
3.  How have schools encouraged  creativity and critical thinking in curriculum 
through the years?  
 
                                      VI.   Singapore educational system 
 
           1. How would you describe the educational system in Singapore currently;  
               in the various periods of your work career? 
           2. What do you think is the role of education?  Has your view of its role changed? 
 
 
      VII.  Relationship with Colleagues 
 
     Describe and note changes through the years.  
 
                                    VIII.   Relationship with Management 
                         
      Describe  and note  changes through your teaching career.       
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                                     IX.  Students  
  
        What are they like today?  How have they changed through your teaching career?  
 
X. Parent-teacher relationships  
 
         Describe and note changes through the years   
   
XI. Professional Development  
       
          What opportunities are there for professional development?  
           In-service training  -  when?;  type of training; conferences,…. 
            Were they useful? 
 
 XII.   Schools Taught 
 
        1.  First School Taught   
 
- Number of years in the school  
- Grade(s) taught 
- Positions held 
 
 
                                    School Details  
 
- Type of school (government, government assisted,  autonomous,…)  
- Brief history of the school;  
- Physical characteristic of the school  
- Curriculum: subjects (examinable and non-examinable,  Extra-curricular  
   activities) 
- Community context of the school 
- Collegial relationships-issues?  
- Management relationships- issues? 
- Students – issues?    
- Parent-teacher relationships- issues 
- How would you describe the school culture?  
 
  
       2.  Second School Taught: (as above), if applicable   
                    
        3.   Third School Taught (as above)  and so on for fourth, fifth school, if  
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XII.  Life Trajectory  and Relationships   
 
1.  Tell about your early home and family life. What were you  like when first born  and 
  later? Who were influential? How? Pivotal events?  
 
2.  Tell about your school years? What were you like through these years? Who was 
     significant/influential during these years? How  were they influential? Pivotal events? 
 
3.  Tell about your adult years. If you have children, what values  did you try to  
     inculcate in them? Who were significant or influential? Pivotal events? 
 
4.  Do you think the above influenced your ideas about being a teacher and teaching
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                                
381
Appendix II:  Individual Profiles of Teachers 
 












Schools Taught Language of 
Instruction 
#1 F 53 Chinese 
 
Catholic Single 30+ Gov’t English 
#2 M 60 Chinese 
 
Catholic Married 38 Gov’t English 
#3 F 50 Chinese 
 
Protes-tant Single 50 Gov’t English 
#4 F 56 Chinese 
 
Catholic Married 37 Gov’t English 




Single 10 Gov’t aided Chinese 
#6 F 34 Chinese 
 
Free Thinker Single 12 Gov’t aided (SAP) Chinese 
#7 F 27 Chinese Free 
Thinker 
Single 5 Gov’t aided 
(nonChristian mission 
school,  SAP) 
Chinese 
#8 M 61 Malay 
 
Muslim Married 40 Gov’t school Malay 
#9 F 36 Malay 
 
Muslim Married 11 Gov’t aided (Catholic 
mission school) 
Malay 
#10 M 62 Chinese 
 
Buddhist Married 33 Gov’t Chinese 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 




















#11 F 36 Indian  
 
Hindu Single 12 Gov’t English 
#12 F 35 Malay/ 
Arab 
 
Muslim Married 13 Gov’t English 








#14 F 53 Chinese 
 
Catholic Married 33 Gov’t English 




Single 11 Gov’t school English 
 
 




Married 37 Gov’t Tamil 
 
 
#17 F 43 Eurasian 
 
Catholic Married 22 Gov’t aided 
(Protestant  mission) 
 
English 
#18 F 29 Chinese 
 




#19 M 62 Indian Free- 
Thinker 
Married 42 Gov’t  Tamil 
#20 M 58 Indian 
 
Hindu Married 37 Gov’t  Tamil 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 














Schools Taught Language of 
Instruction 
#21 F 26 Chinese 
 
Free Thinker Single 3 Gov’t English 
#22 F 26 Mixed 
Malay-
Chinese 
Muslim Single 3 Gov’t aided (girls’ 
school, non-mission) 
English 
#23 F 60 Chinese 
 




#24 F 57 Mixed 
heritage 
 
Muslim Married 38 Gov’t  English 
#25 F 57 Chinese 
 
Catholic Married 36 Gov’t English 
#26 F 61 Chinese 
 





#27 F 50 Chinese 
 
Free-thinker Married 28 Gov’t-aided (mission, 
non-Christian,  SAP)  
 
Chinese 
#28 F 60 Chinese Protes-tant Divorced 40 Gov’t 
 
English 




Catholic Married 40 Gov’t English 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
















Schools Taught Language of 
Instruction 
#30 F 32 Indian 
 
Hindu Married 4 Gov’t English 
#31 F 50 Chinese 
 
Christian Married 25 Gov’t  English 
#32 F 54 Chinese 
 
Catholic Married 37 Gov’t English 
#33 M 64 Chinese 
 
Buddhist Married 44 Gov’t Chinese 
#34 F 50 Chinese Protes- 
tant 
Divorced 30 Gov’t English 
#35 F 43 Malay/ 
Indian 
Muslim Single 23 Gov’t English 
#36 M 67 Chinese 
 
Buddhist Married 45 Gov’t-aided 
(Buddhist) 
        Chinese 
#37 F 32 Chinese 
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Appendix III: Collective Profiles of Teachers 
 







 Male 8 21.6 
Female 29 78.3 






Age Profile  
 
Age (at time of 
first interview) 
Number Per cent 
20’s 5 13.5 
30’s 8 21.6 
40’s 2 5.4 
50s 11 29.7 
60s 11 29.7 













Chinese/Buddhists 4 10.8 
Chinese/Taoists 2  5.4 
Chinese/Catholic 8 21.6 




Malay/ Muslim 2 5.4 




Mixed/Catholic 1 2.7 
Mixed/Muslim 1 2.7 
                      Total               37 100.0 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                          












Married 24 64.9 
Single 11 29.7 
Divorced   2  5.4 











10+ years 7 18.9 
20+ years 4 10.8 
30+ years  13 35.1 
40+ years  17 18.9 





Schools Taught Profile 
 
Schools Taught 






Government 25 67.6 
Government-aided 12 32.4 











English  24 64.9 
Chinese 8 21.6 
Malay 2  5.4 
Tamil  3  8.1 
                                  
Total 
37 100.0 
 
 
 
 
